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Chapter 1




We sit patiently in the back of the ambulance as we wait for
our turn to unload. Dad, strapped in the gurney, watches me as I watch him. The
hospital personnel are overwhelmed with the number of Seraphim being brought in
from the raid. The EMT in the back of the ambulance stays with us as the driver
gets out to help bring others in. There had been more than one gurney pulled
from the back of the ambulances ahead of ours carrying unresponsive patients.


We had made it out alive, but many hadn’t. The number of
deceased only seems to grow once we get inside of the hospital. I don't know
how my father survived so many months at the mercy of his captors. 


I try to stay at his side the best I can throughout the
division of the wounded from the healthy Seraphim being brought in to the
hospital. The amount of people working outside of the hospital and inside the
wing designated for us is overwhelming. Everyone is running around doing what
they can, but they weren’t prepared for this. Neither were we.


As we take Dad inside, I’m left thinking about his
kidnapping. He was taken in the middle of the day along with our neighbors and
their son from our neighbors’ front yard. It’s unclear if the Rogues who took
them had initially brought them to the underground facility where Dad was
eventually rescued or if they hold prisoners captive at other sites where he
may have been taken first. 


Since making it out of the basement, Dad hasn’t directly
told me anything about what they did to him. Still, I’m listening hard, even to
his nonverbal responses, as the doctors and nurses talk to him as he’s being
examined. I know he doesn’t want me to hear about the torture, but keeping me
in the dark has my imagination playing out its own sick scenarios every time I
look at his frail body. His skin is riddled with bruises and scars that tell
their own stories, even if he doesn’t want to tell them. I keep having to look
away in order to keep from crying. There are plenty of other people who I can
hear crying in the small wing where Seraphim are being brought. I don’t need to
add to it. I will have plenty of time for my own tears later. Right now, my
father needs me.


Everyone involved knew that if there were Rogues running the
school, than there would be casualties on both sides as result from the raid.
What we weren’t prepared for was that Rogues would attack their own students,
those whom they had worked so hard to collect. Being a Rogue was their choice,
but each and every one of them were Seraphim at heart, a Seraphim who was
raised with the singular belief that we were to make the world a better place.
Rogues had a history of viciously taking out anyone who spoke out against their
group, but being Seraphim, they should have at least drawn the line at hurting
innocent children. 


It was a lot, at first, finding out that I was a Seraphim
after Dad and the Angelos were kidnapped. As my mom described it, Seraphim are
people with abilities beyond the spectrum of normal human capabilities. We are
split into five subcategories of Seraphim: Dynamar, Tempero, Veritatis,
Cachelerie, and Sensaas. 


Dynamars’ ability is their unusual strength and heightened
aggression. They are the Seraphim most likely to be found working as bodyguards
for the rich, and the really good Dynamar are recruited into government
agencies or branches of the military. 


Seraphim like me are Veritatis. We are walking lie
detectors. It sounds cool knowing that no one will ever be able to pull one
over on you until you walk a day in my shoes. Once you have seen how much
people lie about every little thing, it’s no longer that fascinating as much as
it’s annoying. 


Tempero are the Seraphim who can control people’s emotions.
Sensaas have the ability to locate other Seraphim like a built-in homing
device. We all have the Sensaas’ ability to some degree, but Sensaas don’t have
any other abilities to go with it. I’ve found that they are also much better at
using this ability than the rest of us. 


The newest of the Seraphim abilities (and by that I mean a
couple hundred years new) are Cachelerie. Cachelerie are somewhat like the
inverse of Sensaas in that their ability is that of invisibility from fellow
Seraphim. They can hide themselves from other Seraphim, and if they are strong
enough, they can even hide others.


A Cachelerie is the reason my family and the Angelo’s family
were able to stay hidden for so long. Before all this, the neighbor whose
backyard butted up to ours was Mr. Thomas, a Cachelerie. The Angelos, Beth,
Charles, and Jake, lived across the street from Mr. Thomas. Having him living
between us and Jake’s parent’s house kept our families safe until it didn’t. He
is the one who kept me from being seen on the day that the others were taken by
Rogues. Like Mom and me, Mr. Thomas went on the run afterwards, knowing that if
Rogues found them, it would only be a matter of time before they found the rest
of us.


The underground facility where Dad and the other captives
were being held was well concealed by the large school campus positioned just
above it, deep in the Louisiana woods. They called the school “The Academy.”
It was an obvious derivative of the legitimate Seraphim school that my uncle is
the Dean of and where I go to school now, which is called, The Southern Academy. At the Rogue
school, kids were being recruited under the pretense that it being of it
actually being The Southern Academy. 


His school, my school, is the only operational private
school for Seraphim-only youth in the state. His students are given the
opportunity to develop their individual abilities in a friendly environment.
There, we are welcome to be ourselves while still receiving formal educations.
The Southern Academy is fairly small considering it takes students of ages five
through eighteen, but it is also fairly new. 


When my uncle first brought me to his campus, I was
unimpressed with the school itself. At that point, my father had just been
taken and I had only just found out that I was a Seraphim. Thanks to watching
too many X-Men movies, I was expecting a large, sprawling structure with
breathtaking landscape. I’m sure the lack of grandeur at The Southern Academy
was a result of its destruction at the hands of Rogues over a decade prior. Why
invest the time and money in something that could just be burned down again?
Seraphim needed a safe, accepting place to bring their children. That is what
my uncle’s school provided.


The decision to raid the Rogue compound was swiftly agreed
upon the same night my uncle, William McBride, brought it up to his faculty and
the parents of his students. It was agreed that not only did the raid need to
happen to free the Seraphim youth who were there under false pretense, but also
to prevent them from eventually making the same move against The Southern
Academy. I’m not sure if Uncle Will had known about the underground facility,
but there was hope that the raid would lead to farther information about where
the growing number of kidnapped adults were being taken. It was dumb luck, if
you ask me, that we even found the basement at all. “It was meant to be,” is
what my mom would have said, in her ever optimistic assuredness if she would
have been there.


The school we raided was nothing like mine. From my short
time being above ground during the raid, it was evident that the Rogue school
had been around a lot longer simply by the age of the building and equipment I
saw. I can’t speak for the entire campus, but the building I got to see, the
welcome center, still hadn’t gotten around to changing some of the old chalk
boards in its classrooms. The basement was even worse. There were long,
rectangular imprints on the beige painted cinder block walls where it had held
posters for decades.


If it weren’t for my uncle’s quick action and all those who
took part in the raid, my dad wouldn’t be here. If I hadn’t seen the
underground prison myself, it would have been hard to believe. 


Dynamar students far outnumbered any other Seraphim subgroup.
It was easy to see why Rogues preferred them during the raid. Many of the
Dynamar students were loyal to the Rogue cause, and the others didn’t seem to
think that we were the good guys. They fought us just as hard as the adults,
making the faculty was just as much of a threat to us as the older students
themselves. There was so much going on that I don’t even want to guess at how
many naive students fought and died thinking that they were protecting
themselves and their peers. In reality, their faculty was shooting at
non-Dynamar students just as much as they were shooting at the raiders.


From the raid I learned that Rogues are every bit as evil as
my mother warned.



 

Once inside the hospital, Dad is immediately hooked up to
fresh bags of fluids to treat him for dehydration and malnutrition. They take x-rays
of his chest, arms, and legs. No sooner has the nurse placed him in a room of
his own than he passes out, but sleep does little to ease his frown of
exhaustion. 


As he sleeps, I get the results from his x-rays. Two of his
ribs are broken with multiple sites on his arms where fractions had occurred,
but because they are all in mid or late stages of healing, he won’t have to
wear casts. His hands and feet, however, are another matter. I don’t think the
doctor believed me when I told him that Dad needed Dillon and me to walk on
either side of him for balance as he walked out of the basement. The doctor tells
me that he wouldn’t be able do anything besides pain control for these wounds at
the moment until my father is in stable health. 


With the entourage of hospital staff emptying out the room,
I pull the only chair over to Dad’s bed and plop down into it. It feels like
the raid had taken days from beginning to end, not hours. I want to be near
enough to him so that he can wake me if he comes to and needs something. He is
so thin that I am able to lay my head down on the narrow hospital bed without
disturbing him. Since getting to the room, it has been a struggle to stay awake
now that the adrenaline has worn off.


There is a second aspect to my personal oddities that I
haven’t mentioned yet. It sets me apart from my fellow Seraphim and Veritatis.
When I fall asleep, I am not alone. It was during my move to The Southern Academy
that my sleep was first interrupted by a mysterious woman. I didn’t experience
the anxious dreams that I expected would arise after witnessing the kidnappings
and learning why my family was targeted. Instead, this woman became regular
facet in my sleeping world. 


It would have been easy if she had simply been a figment of
my imagination, understandable even. I had gone through so much stress in so
little time it would have made sense that my subconscious had created her to
take my mind off of my waking plight. They even make medication to treat voices
in your head, but she was not of my making. She was a real, living woman who
was in my head whenever I slept. Talk about hard to swallow. 


She knew what I was thinking as I was thinking it. It was a
huge put-off initially. I had spent my life keeping my ability a secret from
everyone except the Angelos and Mr. Thomas, and then suddenly here comes some
lady in my head hearing my every thought. 


Dream Walker, the name I have given her, is in a similarly
depleted state when our minds connect. She has yet to explain to me why we
started this nighttime ritual or how it is possible, but I am fairly certain
that she knows. She doesn’t let me see into her head like she can in mine. The
only thing I am sure about is that she hasn’t told me a lie yet. Like my
family, I know that Dream Walker is a victim of the Rogue organization. 


The first time I connected with her, I saw her in a cell
smaller than the one I later found my dad in during the raid. She isn’t
tortured like my dad was; they run tests on her. She won’t share what the tests
are for, but she is kept in much better shape than the other captives.


I can tell that she was waiting for me to join her, but she
doesn’t say anything to me. Tonight, she just lays there, allowing me to feel
the worry she has carried for me all day long. She had known what little I knew
about the upcoming raid from being in my head, and she knew how badly I wanted
to hunt down the people who took my father. Dream Walker includes the huge
relief across our connection that she feels now knowing that I survived the
raid. 


She is in a dark room. Taking a deep breath, she gives me a
whiff of the room she’s laying in. The smell is off. She isn’t in the same cell
she had been in all this time. She opens her eyes to show me that the space is
as cramped as her previous cell. She is on a cot, I determine by the stiff
unyielding feel of it. Since I’m searching for answers, she is kind enough to
recap her day for me. This is the most she has allowed me to see of her daily
life. 


Dream Walker was moved early that morning along with a few
other captives. She tried talking to the Rogues who were moving her, but a
cloth bag was placed over her head. As a result, she didn’t get to see anything
once she was taken out of her cell. She tried talking despite the bag, but they
threatened to gag her. She resorted to simply listening to what was happening
around her. From what little she understood, the prisoners deemed worthless
were being left in their cells. 


She spent most of the day in a vehicle as the driver talked
about how everything would be gone before anyone would ever get down there.


Down there, catches my attention. “You were in the
basement at the Rogue school?” I ask. I had never thought that she was being
held below ground this whole time. 


Instead of answering me, she shows me flashes from previous
perspectives from inside the basement. Now that I have been there myself, I
know with certainty that she was in the same prison as my dad. The lab that I
didn’t get to see during the raid is the main thing her memories show me. She
must have spent a lot of time in there. Rogues had set it on fire as they fled
before we got to it. We didn’t even open the door; with the amount of smoke
seeping out from under it, we didn’t want it to fill the corridor while we were
still trying to find and free prisoners. From what Dream Walker shows me, it is
much larger than I had imagined.


“We missed saving you by hours,” I tell her, wishing I could
have freed her like we had the others. 


I am not your responsibility, she says without actually
saying a thing. You would be wise to worry about your own safety as much as you
worry about others… she’s falling asleep. The soft slumber enveloping her feels
peaceful. 


I think about all of those people still missing even though
we got so many out during the raid. From Dream Walker’s morning, it sounded
like those being taken out of the basement with her numbered in the tens. I was
lucky to also find Jake Angelo, alive and well during the raid. He still looked
every ounce of the golden boy that he had been while we were growing up. He wasn’t
being held prisoner like my dad was, but he was in the basement when I got down
there. He was frantically freeing Seraphim along with the first group of
raiders who had gotten down there before me. Dad, Jake, and Jake’s parents were
all taken together, but Jake’s parents weren’t found in the basement like my
dad was. 


Lena, who had been a student at the Rogue school before her
indiscretions landed her in the basement where we found her, had grabbed as
many files as she could out of one of the offices before the explosions sent all
of us running. Those files are my hope that Uncle Will’s people will find out
where Jake’s parents and Dream Walker are located now. 


 If Jake’s
parents aren’t where Dream Walker is being held, than there’s a good chance
that there is only one other option where they could be. I don’t want to think
about that. With that thought, my dream takes a dark turn as a cold room
materializes. Two metal beds stand alone in the space. A body is on each bed, covered
head to toe by gray sheets. I know the couple laying beneath the sheets without
seeing beneath the gray. I don’t dare lift either sheet to confirm what my gut
is telling me.



 


 

“Excuse me, Miss.” I jump awake. A male nurse is standing
opposite me on the other side of Dad’s bed, holding a tub full of bath
essentials in the crook of his arm. “You’re Taylor Jameson, right?”


The eerie dream lingers on my mind as I look across the bed
at the nurse. I am going to have to ask Dream Walker if she knows anything
about Jake’s parents, Aunt Beth and Uncle Chuck’s, whereabouts next time we
connect. I rub my eyes, finally acknowledging the nurse. “Yes?” 


“I’m here to give Mr. Jameson his bath.”


Dad opens his eyes. He carefully looks over the man standing
over him. His eyes stop at the plastic tub full of sponge bath necessities,
“What happened to the cute, lady nurse from earlier?”


Both of them laugh. I don’t. Shaking my head, I groan,
“Really, Dad?” 


He doesn't apologize. “You got nail clippers in that bucket
of yours?” he asks.


The nurse sets the plastic tub on the counter beside the
bed. "I can grab a pair. Be right back.”


I follow after him giving my dad a quick wave bye, not
wanting to be anywhere near the room while bath time is going on. He will most
likely be badgering the poor guy the entire time about whether there has been
any word as to my mom’s whereabouts. 


Maybe getting cleaned up will bring a little bit of the
perky man he was less than two months ago, before he was taken, back to the
surface. Once he feels settled, I know he will be sending me out to question
everyone in this building about what’s going on. Poor Dad isn’t a Veritatis
like me, so I will have to be his personal lie detector until everything has
calmed down, or at least until Mom reappears. She’s a Veritatis too, and she was
a good one from what I’ve been told, back before I was born. From what little
I’ve gathered from Mitchell Lanton on the ride from the raid to the regrouping
site where the ambulances were waiting, my mom took off in the early morning
hours before the raid.


She skipped out of the motel her and Mitchell Lanton were
staying at. Like my mom, Mitchell was searching for Seraphim he believed were
taken by Rogues, so at my uncle’s introduction, they joined forces. She and
Mitchell Lanton had been following leads, which lead to the unearthing of the
Rogue school’s existence. 


When Mitchell realized my mother wasn’t in her room the
morning of the raid, he had Uncle Will send over a couple of his people to
check out the motel for foul play in the early hours before the raid. He
believed that she left willingly. I have my suspicions. Too much has happened
for me to fathom getting one parent back after all this time only to turn
around and discover that the other has vanished in the mist of the chaos.


I stroll down the hall heading for the large window at its
end. Most of the patient rooms are open, with hospital staff walking to and fro,
performing various tasks in preparation for new patients or treating the ones who
were brought in with Dad and me. 


Kelly and Boston are sharing one of the rooms that I pass.
Both of them had been students at the school we raided. They were fortunate
enough to realize what was happening, and instead of fighting us, they helped
us. If it wasn’t for them, we may not have located the basement. I think for a
second about popping my head in and seeing how Kelly is doing. After all, he was
the one who pushed me to safety just before the Rogues set off an explosion in
the basement, but he’s probably going to ask me questions that I can’t answer.
While Dad was getting checked out by the medic at the regrouping site after the
raid, Kelly managed to lose his cool on a Rogue captive who was being evaluated
in the parking lot. There were plenty of Tempero to stop him, but they seemed
unable to calm his temper as he waylaid the Rogue. Even his fellow Dynamar
couldn’t completely get him off of her. It wasn’t until I managed to get my
hands on him that he settled down. I don’t know how I was able to calm him or
if I was really the one who did so, but he clearly thought so. As I think of
the compromising questions that he could ask in regards to my ability, I speed
up, hoping he was distracted enough to not notice my passing.


As if on cue, Mitchell Lanton appears in the hall emerging
from the elevator. Kelly had been Mitchell’s primary target to extract during
the raid. It had been Kelly whom Mitchell Lanton had been searching for before
and during his time with my mother. Mitchell is pushing an elderly woman in a
wheelchair. The woman carries an odd-shaped smile on her face that isn’t affected
by the sounds of discomfort coming from quite a few of the rooms. As one of her
hands grip the armrest of the wheelchair almost anxiously, her other arm lays
unmoving across her lap.


"You should be really proud of Kelly after what he did
today,” Mitchell tells her as I coming up on them.


Her smile deepens as I walk by, making the drooping corner
of her mouth more noticeable. “I’ve been proud of that boy since the day he was
born,” she beams. 


I continue down the hall slowly slightly as I begin to hear
an argument going on in the last room I pass before making it to my
destination. I steal a glance inside the room as I go by. The argument is
between the room’s single occupant and two female nurses. A woman who looks as
though she has Down Syndrome who I would guess to be in her mid-thirties is
fighting to remain in her bed as the nurses try to persuade her to get into the
wheelchair waiting next to the bed. She is quite pale with dark circles
surrounding both eyes, but her sickly appearance doesn’t seem to dissuade her
vigor.


She points at me as I pass shouting, “You, you!” 


I jump past the doorway to get out of her sight. I make it
to the window, regretting my decision to come this way as the woman continues
to wail. I try to find something out the window to stare at, attempting to look
as if I had been here a while in case one of the nurses checks the hallway to
see who upset their patient even further. Nothing I see outside helps me drown
out the commotion from the woman refusing to budge despite the nurses’
persuasive pleadings.


“You don’t understand. It isn’t safe,” she insists.


The window overlooks an inconspicuous side entrance into the
hospital, a different one than Dad and I had entered through. A car pulls under
the short covered entrance, blocking my view of its occupants. The lights
beaming down on the side of the building cast shadows as people exit the
vehicle and quickly go inside. Judging from the small shadows grouped closely
together followed by a much taller shadow, my guess is that more kids from the
school are being brought in. They walk inside without any staff rushing out to
meet them; I take it to mean that none of them are injured. Thinking about what
they have experienced today, though, is enough to know that they can’t really
be expected to be perfectly fine. The psychological damage alone will affect
everyone to some extent. My only hope should be that they aren’t physically
injured on top of witnessing today’s events.


The parking lot connected to the side entrance is full of
vehicles, many of which I recognize from the church parking lot. The SUVs used
during the raid that could pass as privately-owned and not peppered with bullet
holes are also scattered about the lot. Based on the chaos below and all the
ambulances I’ve seen there must be multiple floors where they are taking the
wounded.


“It will take less than five minutes once we get down to
radiology,” a nurse coaxes from inside the room.


“Don’t touch me,” the woman snaps. The tone she is taking
with the nurses doesn’t sound like one she is comfortable using. “Please,” she
adds quietly. 


 “You are coming
with us, Karen,” the other nurse demands, sounding accustomed to the stern
voice the woman had failed to maintain. A silence falls over the room. 


Then, sheets begin to ruffle without protest accompanying
it. They must be picking her up themselves as soft grunts in near unison begin.
A sudden scream from inside the room causes me to jump. The hair on the back of
my neck stands up. Her scream wasn’t that alarming, not enough so for such a
reaction. I examine my hands and arms, trying to grasp my bearings as deja vu
sets in. Am I really awake? I have heard that exact scream before, but only in
my dreams, only when I was connected with Dream Walker. 


The arms in front of me are mine, not Dream Walker’s, so I
am most assuredly conscious. There is no way I’m looking through Dream Walker’s
eyes, but I’ve only heard that scream coming from her side of the world. 


I heard that scream before as Dream Walker begged Rogues
through the window of her cell door to leave the woman alone as they were
carrying her off. 


I separate from my perch by the window, no longer concerned with
what the nurses might think. How do I start, I wonder. Hey, there is an old
lady you were being held captive with in that prison you just got out of. Can
you tell me about her? I know that you know her because I can see and hear
everything she can, but only when I’m sleeping. It sounds like something that
might get me committed. As I turn the corner into the room, I decide start by asking
if the nurses need any help and then go from there.


The patient, Karen, is in the wheelchair, looking unsettled
by the change of location.


“Help me,” she begs as my eyes lock onto her. “They won’t
let me be.”


A nurse pushes her toward the door in my direction.


“I need to talk to her,” I tell the nurses, trying to sound
assertive.


“Tell them we have to stay,” Karen insists. Her voice drops
to a near whisper. “They aren’t done with us.”


One of the nurses leans over beside Karen, “You are in a
safe place, Miss LaCourt. The doctor only wants a couple of x-rays to make sure
you aren’t hurt anywhere. I promise that we will bring you right back to your
room.” She takes Karen’s hand in hers, but Karen isn’t buying it. The nurse
doesn’t let go as she nods at her coworker to keep pushing the chair toward the
door.


“You are going to have to wait,” the nurse pushing the chair
informs me. “You can talk to her when we get done, if she is up to it.”


I am forced to step aside as they roll her into the hallway.
I follow behind them, trying to decide if it is important or not that my
questions be heard by the nurses. Down the hall, a group of people are stepping
off of the elevator and beginning to disperse. Nurses and support staff split
off in two directions as they go about their various tasks. The last to exit
the elevator are two men dressed in civilian clothing, offset by the hospital
staffs’ scrubs and the raiders and wounded students’ dirt-covered attire that
surrounds them. 


Karen keeps grabbing for the wheels of her chair to stop it
from moving, causing the nurses and me to lurch to a halt. The nurse next to
her fights to regain control of Karen’s hands.


Mitchell is strolling down the hall again, coming from the
opposite side of the hallway and again heading toward Kelly and Boston’s room,
this time with an arm full of soft drinks from the vending machines. He makes
it a couple steps past the two men and then looks over his shoulder at them
before going into the room.


Karen is exactly as Dream Walker had described in her pleas
to their captors: she is not a Seraphim. Thanks to the small dose of the Sensaa
ability floating in my DNA, I feel the tug of familiarity to both nurses whom I
have never met before; that they are both Seraphim, but not Karen.


Karen rocks back and forth in the chair despite the nurse
still holding her hands. “Please go back to my room, please?” she whimpers.


The two men go to the nurses’ station. They begin talking to
the lady sitting behind the three-foot tall counter separating the nurses’
station from the hallway.


“We will, as soon as we are done, I promise,” the nurse
holding Karen’s hands tells her.


One of the men walk around the counter as Mitchell appears
at the door of Kelly and Boston’s room. He is no longer holding the drinks. His
gaze flickers over the nurses’ station. He peaks back inside the room, saying
something before shutting the door behind him. He leans against the wall next
to the door, watching a woman walking down the hall in a tired, depressed slump,
still wearing her torn camouflage pants from the raid. He gets her attention watching
her until her eyes finally meet his as she gets close. His eyes flicker behind
her, and she stops in front of him. Mitchell takes his phone out, does some
button-pushing, and then hands it to her. As she examines the phone, she rolls
her shoulders back. The tiredness retreats from her face as she looks down at
the phone. She gives him a polite smile as she hands the phone back and starts
talking to him, taking a position next to him against the wall. She casually
angles herself to face Mitchell, but I can tell that she’s keeping the nurses’
station in view.


One of the men talks closely to the woman behind the nurses’
station, and the other is casually glancing around the hallway. Mitchell and
the woman in camouflage are chatting lightly. He flinches when she grasps his
arm as if it were injured. They must be doing it for the man at the nurses’
station’s sake, because I know that Mitchell’s arm is perfectly fine. He was
one of the raiders with me in the basement, and he drove Dad, me, and several
others to the regrouping site. When I look back to the man in front of the
nurses’ station, I see that he’s now staring at Karen. 


The nurses, like everyone else meandering about, haven’t
noticed the tension. With the man’s growing interest in Karen, I walk around
the nurse pushing her chair and stop in front of it. The wheelchair comes to a
prompt halt before colliding with my shines.


The nurse snaps at me, “What are you doing? Move out the
way,” while the nurse holding Karen’s hand releases it in preparation to deal
with me next.


“Maybe we should wait a minute,” I say hesitantly, looking
over my shoulder at the nurses’ station. I kneel down to Karen, “What did you
mean that they weren’t done with us?”


A shrill voice down the hall begins yelling, “Code Black!
Code Black!” from the nurses station. 


Both of the nurses standing around Karen snap to attention.
Doors begin slamming, shutting randomly throughout the floor. A door slams shut
next to us as a patient is walking in front of it with one arm in a sling and a
brace around his knee. He jumps back in surprise and trips. He tries catching
himself with his one good arm. The two nurses rush over to help him. 


I turn to see what caused code black, whatever that is, to
be called. The lady behind the nurses’ station is struggling with the man
behind the counter. They fight over something in his jacket. She continues
shouting the code as she wrestles with him. The other man has turned away from
the counter and is unzipping his jacket as he heads in our direction. Karen
sticks her head out to look around me, trying to see what I’m looking at.


In a flash, Mitchell is in the middle of the hall, blocking
the man’s path. The woman who was standing with Mitchell charges at full speed
toward the man behind the counter, who’s still trying to fight off the lady. 


I grab the metal sides on the front of Karen’s wheelchair as
she begins crying in fear, and I push her as fast as I can away from what’s
happening behind me. I don’t know what code black means, but it ain’t good.
Getting to Karen’s room at the end of the hall is the only thing my mind can
process with all of the chaos. The hallway becomes a smorgasbord of yelling.


Three consecutive shots ring out behind us. Karen’s crying
ceases. My first thought is that she has been shot. I scan the front of her for
signs of an entry wound as I run. There is no blood, and her gown doesn’t
appear to have any holes in it. She hasn’t stopped peering around me.


Her mouth gapes open as one of the men shouts, “Abominations
have no right to live!” 


Karen’s hands fly up to cover her eyes from whatever is
unfurling behind me. I speed up only steps away from her room. I turn the chair
slightly in preparation for the sharp turn out of the hall and into the room,
and it’s then that Karen sneaks a peak between her fingers and gasps. 


A roar erupts from behind me. The loud, floor-shaking
explosion engulfs me. I’m blinded from the explosion and my hearing is shot,
but I’m still running. 


Something drops from the ceiling above me. I catch a flash
of it, but I don’t have time to look up before it plows into the top of my head
and then smashes into both shoulders. I collapse from the impact. I haven’t
quite made it to the room yet, but my momentum sends Karen’s wheelchair sailing
from sight before I collapse. The ringing in my ears and pain radiating from my
head make it impossible to get my bearings. All that surrounds me is an
indistinguishable cloud of debris. As more wreckage falls from the ceiling, I
fight the sharp tinges coming from my shoulders and cover my head as best I can
with my arms. My vision darkens, and I think for a second that the lights have
been shut off. But the ringing in my ears is fading into a deafness that can
only mean I’m about to lose consciousness. 


As my hearing dwindles, I feel my body sliding against the
dirty floor. The pain in my upper body spikes to a nauseating high. I force my
eyelids open, thinking that the sensation must be my mind playing tricks on me.
I am moving, slowly, but it isn’t me controlling the movement.


A pair of dust-covered Crocs is all I can make out by my
head. I’ve worn shoes like that before. They look just as ugly and comfortable
as I remember. It is the person wearing them who is dragging me. 


Another explosion goes off. I know only because I feel the
ground vibrate beneath my body as it had under my feet during the first
explosion. It causes the person dragging me to lose hold of my wrists. My head
hits the vinyl floor, and the world around me goes black.


Being unconscious is much like being asleep, except there’s
more static. I’m distracted from the unease when I realize that I’m not alone. 


“Is that you?” I ask, waiting for Dream Walker to speak up.
She is working on me like a Tempero would, taking away all of the discomfort
I’m experiencing and sympathetically replacing it with peace.


My last five minutes of consciousness replays for the both
of us to witness. It hurts me watching it, but this time the pain isn’t coming
from me. The replay ends with me losing consciousness after the second
explosion. A heart erupting with cold heartbreak and hot rage flows over my
subconscious.


“It’s okay,” I say gently.


The female voice that answers isn’t Dream Walker’s. “I’m so
sorry, sweetheart.” The voice is my mother’s. “I wish I could trade places with
you. I would take it all from you in a heartbeat.”


Hearing mom as I have heard Dream Walker in my sleep is
shocking. Has she been connecting with me too, and I didn’t know it? Can I
connect with anyone? The sadness she’s experiencing makes it hard for me to
concentrate on the revelation.


“Mom, it’s okay. Dad’s alive. I got him out.”


She replays me sitting in Dad’s hospital room before I had
fell asleep beside him. Our connection begins to slip as the staticy feeling
returns. Mom’s sadness grows exponentially as I struggle to stay with her as a
murkiness tries to divide us. “I’m sorry I’m not with you,” she says, with a
level of deep emotional attached to her words that I have never experienced
myself before.


“I’m just tired,” I tell her, the murkiness growing thicker
with every thought-out word despite my efforts to fend it off.


“Of course you are,” she coos. “I love you, Taylor, beyond
anything I could ever describe in this life…” 


The moments leading to the last explosion play again. It
stops at the nurses’ station with the two men at the counter, their faces in
full display. She’s trying to get a good look at them. She goes back farther to
when they exited the elevator, and I got a closer look of their profiles and
heights. She exams each of the men closely, planning her vengeance. 


“Mom—” I start, wanting to tell her that I’m alright,
but the thought refuses to materialize across our connection.


“I’m here,” she says, “You don’t have to fight. I love you,
my sweet child.”


I want to tell her, “I love you too,” but nothing so much as
a syllable escapes the murkiness that has now filled my mind. The thin thread
connecting us snaps.











Chapter 2




With care, William McBride unfolds the small paper that took
him over half an hour to locate. Cassidy had been the last to touch the paper.
He had thought it was still in the day planner he’d had years ago, when he had
first arrived at the newly-erected academy. He’d forgotten that Cassidy had placed
it inside the largest drawer of his desk, hence the time it took him to hunt
the paper down. 


Fondly, he remembers Cassidy taking the time to write the
name and number down for him when she knew that he wouldn’t. She had wanted to
cover all of his bases in case of an emergency, and she had done just that.


It had been tucked away for precisely this situation, though
William had never thought he’d find himself at the heart of it. How do you tell
someone that you are the reason behind an estimated hundred or so deaths? 


He was the one who had organized the raid, knowing that
there was a high probability of casualties on both sides. He never dreamed that
the vast majority would be children. If the opposition was going to fight,
though, William was determined that it was to be his people doing the raid who
suffered, not the innocent bystanders caught in the middle.


He wonders if he will be believed when he tells the
detective that the raid was planned and executed with the best of intentions.
The Intel he had received before the raid was solid. The school was a cover-up.
It was using children as a mask for a much darker side of the Rogue
organization. Still, he wonders, will that even matter?


The booming town William and so many other Seraphim had once
called home, Aurora, had been torn apart from the inside out when Rogues
violently tried to take it over. In bringing down Aurora, they also burned down
the prestigious Southern Academy that was outside its city limits. There were
whispers that it had been teachers who started the fire, but William had never
believed those poor attempts at covering up the truth. Rogues had manipulated,
lied, and ultimately killed to push their agenda, determined to control the
Seraphim population. They were striving to achieve some resemblance of total
domination.


Originally, Rogues had recruited Dynamar Seraphim to fill
their ranks. Their strength appealed to the aggressive style of the Rogue
organization. From what Will had witnessed in Aurora twenty years prior, Rogues
also had an unspoken manta that was the younger the recruit the better. 


When Will had found out that his brother-in-law had been
kidnapped, he had to act for his sister’s sake. His sister and her family had
been in hiding since Aurora had fallen, and the more Will learned about the
Rogue plot to misdirect students to their supposedly-legitimate school, the
more he considered it his duty. His sister needed his help and he had his own
students’ safety to be concerned with. 


As dean of The Southern Academy, he was aware that if
Seraphim on the outside were once again being targeted by Rogues, it was only a
matter of time before his students became targets as well. He had a
responsibility to protect them. 


It turned out Will’s informants were correct. The Academy
was being operated by Rogues, some of whom William had known about when he was
still living in Aurora. At the time, Rogues referred to themselves as The
Movement, a less hostile sounding term for the same beast. The school had been
a facade for what it truly was: a training camp for predominantly Dynamar
students. No surprise there. But that hadn’t prepared him for what lay
underground.


The facility beneath the school stretched out for miles. It
housed countless cells, torture and interrogation rooms, as well as offices and
living quarters for those working the facility. The laboratories were the
worst. There was only one that remained intact after the explosions, and its
contents had suffered a heady fire at the hands of its operators. When one of
the Rogues caught during the raid heard how destroyed the labs were he bragged
to William’s people about it being part of a larger wing of laboratories. Due
to multiple explosives set off early on during the raid by escaping Rogues,
none of William’s people had been able to reach it. 


The only solace he has is that the numbers of lives saved
during the raid outnumber its casualties. The children and rescued prisoners
are in good hands as they safely begin the healing process. Each of them has a
renewed chance at life thanks to the many heroic Seraphim that risked their
lives to save them.


Feeling no need to wait any longer, Will dials the number.
Three rings in and he wonders what he is going to do if there’s no answer. He
doesn’t have a backup number, and this is the only Seraphim outside of his
immediate circle that he knows he can trust. It’s been years since he was given
the number; for all he knows, the detective could have retired. 


“Yes,” a sharp female voice answers, sounding out of breath.


Will hesitates, then clears his throat. “Detective Doherty,
please.”


“He’s busy at the moment.”


“It’s urgent. There’s been a death in the family.” This is
the code Cassidy had given him if he were to ever have to use the number.
Cassidy, his smart, strong Cassidy is by far his biggest loss from the raid. As
far as he’s been told, she was last seen alive but firmly in the hands of
Rogues. And if they know how important she is to him, he knows that they won’t
be letting her go. He had received a few reports that she was colluding with
the Rogues as well—those, he hadn’t even bothered to read all the way
through.


A gruff male voice picks up the phone. “This is Doherty.”


“This is William McBride. I can’t remember the last time
we’ve spoken so I hate to be the one to tell you, but we need you to come
home.” Will had rehearsed what he would say once he had gotten the detective on
the phone. “There’s been a death and it’s going to be a big funeral. The family
is relying on you to get us through this.” 


The long stretch of silence that follows causes Will to
check his phone ensuring that he hasn’t been hung up on.


“It will take a little time, but I can be there.”


“We will be waiting,” Will says, relaxing against the phone.


“Have everything you can ready for me so I can make sure the
funeral meets expectations. Text me a good number to reach you at. I’ll be
leaving shortly,” he says, ending the call before Will can respond.


Will texts the number his information and saves it in his
contacts. Now that the door has been opened, he supposes he will probably be
hearing a lot from the detective. Will’s cell phone rings as he’s returning it
to his pocket. He answers it quickly without looking at the screen, impressed
that the detective called him so quickly. “Yes.”


But it’s Mitchell Lanton’s voice that comes through the
phone. “You need to get back here stat. Your niece is in ICU.”


“What?” his voice reaches a high octave, and he’s thankful
no one but Mitchell heard. “She was fine when I left.”


“The hospital was hit,” Mitchell says, low and muffled, and
Will suspects that his hand is shielding his mouth from onlookers.


William grabs his keys from the desk before rushing out the
door. “They wouldn’t dare. It’s a civilian hospital. Are you sure?” But
thinking back to the raid, the monetary value of what was destroyed alone would
surely piss more than one person off. 


“I didn’t say it was Rogues,” Mitchell says calmly, keeping
his voice low.


William lets out an exasperated sigh. “Who else would it
be?” 


Will can almost see Mitchell bearing his teeth as he says,
“Rogues don’t spout hate speeches before blowing themselves up. I definitely
didn’t get any Seraphim vibes from the one I tackled before he decided to light
himself up.”


“Are you telling me it was a suicide bomber?”


“Bombers, plural. Get here and you can see it for yourself.”


“On my way,” he says tearing a page from Detective Doherty’s
book and hanging up before getting a response.


He makes four more calls on his way out to check on the
other sites where he sent uninjured students and Rogue captives. All locations
report no problems, with the exception of a captured Rogue trying to slit his
wrists with a ball point pen. Will had ensured that they check everyone for
potential weapons, even the kids, but it seems nobody found the pen on the
Rogue during the initial pat-down. 



 


 


 

Two knocks on the door alert Detective Doherty that his time
with William McBride is over. He stands, back stiff, peering down at the man he
has spent the past three hours questioning. His next scheduled interview is
here. 


Doherty makes a mental note to find a different chair before
his next interview, but other than the soreness, it was an unusually successful
first interview. He’s had plenty of voluntary interviews before and even ones
under similar conditions, but this interviewee is one of the very few who
remained open and forthcoming despite the range of question Doherty had asked.
He doesn’t doubt that McBride will accept any punishment given to him based on
how guilt-ridden the man has seemed so far. With luck, Doherty won’t have to
interrogate him later.


Doherty had been on vacation with his wife in Colorado when
the call came in. Normally his team specialized in identifying serial killers;
the images of violence forever imprinted in him could make even the most devout
question the difference between God and the devil. His part, however, doesn’t
typically involve the leg work of capturing and prosecuting, and for good
reason. He knows that if he hunted the bad apples himself, too few would be
brought back alive. At least, too few to keep his superiors happy. 


His team of detectives, though, is comprised of those who
make up for what he lacks: patience and enough composure to not harm their
suspects. Still, none of them would have taken this job had it been normal
people requesting the aid, but when the right people call he has no choice. 


The select, high profile cases which normally fall on his
shoulders make this one look like a day of playing judge at a pie-eating
contest. Anyone could do it, really, but why not go eat some pies? His team is
overspecialized for what McBride requires, but they get to be around their own
kind while weeding out the troublemakers. Besides, the detective figures, it
could be therapeutic for some on his team who haven’t been immersed in Seraphim
life since they moved away from home. He’ll also get to see how his newest
recruit, handles the environment.


Doherty looks back at the man in front of him. “You’re free
to go,” he tells William McBride.


“What happens after this?” McBride asks, staring up at him.


Doherty walks to the door. “Your lawyer will explain that to
you.”


“I don’t have a —” but the door shuts behind Doherty,
leaving William alone in the room.



 


 


 

“Is he all that he appears to be?” Susan asks when Doherty
joins the team in the large room they have converted into an operational
headquarters. 


Doherty grabs the file from her desk, already looking at the
profile for the next person they’ll need to question. He walks out of the room
without so much as a glance in Susan’s direction.


Susan scans the faces in the room. She can tell that they
are watching and that they’ve noted Doherty’s lack of response. She doesn’t
know if it’s because she’s the newest or because she’s the only one who’s not a
Seraphim, but she’s pretty sure that the aloofness isn’t all in her head.


Still, she knows not to be sensitive to Doherty’s
dismissiveness. His mind, she’s learned from experience, is either somewhere
else or his answer isn’t one that he wants to share with the office. He isn’t a
cruel boss, just hardened. Even though he’s seen it all—they all have by
now—child victims still have the ability to tug on even the toughest of
the team’s heart strings. So far, she’s only seen a few photographs sent over
from their detectives, but Susan knows that if she is ever going to become
desensitized to the loss of young lives, this will be the case to do it. 


For the first day on site, morale has been unusually low.
She knows the sheer numbers of those involved—victim and
perpetrator—has them overwhelmed, but come on! She reluctantly flips the
folder shut and strides into Doherty’s office. 


“You’re not talking to me?” she asks as she pushes the door
open.


His office is set apart from the rest of the detectives’
workspace in the entire absurdly-large headquarters. The previous owner of the
office must have wanted to keep his employees quite literally in an open
environment while keeping a private office for himself. None of the more aged
detectives have started complaining yet about not having their own space like
their normal. Susan suspects it is due to them hoping that this job won’t last
long enough to make it worth the effort to complain.


Doherty doesn’t look up. “Were you not watching the
interview?”


“Ash took over viewing an hour into it,” she tells him,
hoping he’ll be just as annoyed that Ash kicked her out mid-interview. 


Ash has never told their boss how royally he had screwed
that up. Susan, as much as she would love to see Doherty pissed with him, isn’t
going to be the one to inform him why he didn’t get the compatible duo he was
expecting.


“From what you did see, what was your take on McBride?”
Doherty asks.


Susan mulls over what little she observed before answering,
“He was sincere. He wants the truth to come to light no matter how it may
implicate him.”


Doherty gives her a lazy grin. “You liked him.”


“Genuine is what I like,” she clarifies, “He was open with
you, from what I got to see. He didn’t have the pretense.” In her short career
as a detective Susan has already had her fill of suspects telling her what they
think she wants to hear or what they believe will keep them from going to jail.



Doherty isn’t moved. “Seraphim have little choice but to be
genuine when I am the one in front of them.”


“Modesty is a virtue, boss,” she says.


He pulls a single sticky note from the pad on his desk. He
clicks his pen out. “Modesty…is a… virtue,” he repeats as he writes on the
note. 


He slaps it on the wall behind him. It is the only sticky
note on the bare wall behind his desk, but in a week or two—if they are
here that long—the wall will be full of notes varying from the uplifting
all the way to stupid quotes from people that Doherty comes in contact with
over the course of the investigation. 


On their previous case, Susan’s favorite saying from
Doherty’s wall was one that she had written down: “Be who you needed when you
were younger.” She had seen it on the social media page of a teacher who they
were investigating at the time. Afterwards, she added the note to her private
stash of case memorabilia. 


Her stash had started as one quote from the first case she
worked with Doherty that she found so amusing that she later found herself
going back to it, so when the case was over she made a copy of it. She keeps
the memorabilia in a large box that had once housed a pair of leather boots she
bought while she was in a particularly angry mood. The boots were so expensive
that she found herself happier to have them out of the box, sitting front and
center in her closet than when she was actually wearing them. Still to this
day, every time she opens the box to reveal the growing number of envelopes
containing case snippets she gets the warm, leather smell.


 “Another thing I
liked about him is that he isn’t one of those stupid boyfriends,” Susan says,
thinking about the countless number of those she has had to interact with, “that
withhold pertinent information to protect a criminal significant other.”


“We don’t know if Cassidy Sipe is a criminal,” Doherty
states.


“My bet is on the girlfriend,” she says confidently, then
quickly adds, “Based on what I observed.”


Doherty knows that she didn’t get to hear what William
McBride said when questioned about his sister, Catherine McBride Jameson, who
has been missing for the past 72 hours. Susan knows that he’ll get irritated if
he has to recap all of it knowing that she’ll read his report on what William
said about her later anyways. She would rather he focus any frustration or
negative emotions on working the case and on Ash for pulling her out. 


She looks over at him inquisitively. “I do have one
question.”


“What’s that?”


“You scratched your ear when he was talking about his
parents. Did you really have an itch, or was he lying?”


Not having a Veritatis ability like Doherty, over the past
couple years Susan has come up with a series of signs for Doherty to tell her
if a suspect isn’t being truthful. One of them being that he scratches his ear
with his pointer finger. It helps her hone in on what’s being said when his
ability alerts him to a lie. 


Doherty swipes to the front of his notepad where McBride’s
parents were discussed. Susan crosses her arms in annoyance. Every page he
flips past in his notebook is something she missed from the interview. While
Doherty looks at his notes, Susan considers how she can get back at Ash without
causing too much of a fuss. 


“I asked him if his parents are in any way involved, and he
said no.”


Susan’s eyebrows shoot up. That would be something, if he’s
the one calling shots against these ‘Rogue’ Seraphim while his girlfriend AND
his parents are part of the group. He could be a puppet and not know it; poor
guy. Susan has seen it happen before on one of her first cases. 


Doherty finally says, “His parents are deceased.”


Ash had retrieved every known fact about William and
Catherine McBride before they brought William in and had reviewed all of his
findings with both Susan and Doherty, including the parents’ deaths. “Oh,
that’s right.” she says, feeling a little silly. Still, she’s rather relieved
for McBride’s sake. 


Doherty nods at his notes. “He was being honest about that.
It was when he told me his parents’ memory didn’t deserve to be tainted by such
claims of being Rogues that sent me buzzing.”


When Doherty first told Susan about Seraphim and explained
that he was one of them, he had described his Veritatis ability as an inner
buzzer that goes off loud and clear inside him whenever he is being lied to.
His ability proficiency, along with his connections from decades of being an
FBI agent, made him one of the best when it came to monster hunting. It was his
lack of technical training and a growing need that lead to him being granted a
team of detectives that he handpicked. He had put together a team consisting of
Ash who brought plenty of technical know-how to the team, but they were all
Seraphim. And certain government entities who knew about their kind weren’t too
happy about that. 


That’s why Doherty made Susan the face of the group and his
second in command. She had federal government training, degrees in engineering
and computer science, and even came from a profiling background. Agencies might
not work with Doherty, but they were willing to talk to Susan. He hadn’t
attempted to butter her up when he offered her the position. He told her flat
out that she was valuable to him because she was talented and that with her on
the team he wouldn’t have to face the prejudice that he was currently dealing
with She may not have had the skills of her coworkers, but that didn’t
matter—she had plenty of her own.



 










Chapter 3




“Are we really calling them Rogues?” Susan asks Doherty,
returning from the watch room after yet another interview. Doherty’s made
himself comfortable behind his desk already, presumably while she carefully
collected her notes from the viewing room. He doesn’t look up from his notes
when he answers, “For now.” 


After releasing the Seraphim, Doherty had instructed Susan
via the camera that he wanted to discuss the attacks on the hospitals. Lane,
the lowest on the totem pole, has been out at the second bombing site, sending
everything from on-sight testimonies to crime scene photographs since arriving
at the sight yesterday. 


Susan stares off at a spot above Doherty’s head as she
recounts what she has gathered so far. “Rogues made up the majority of those
being treated at the second location, so I would say it’s not the case that
they’re the culprits. Rogues wouldn’t be behind an attack that only hurt their
own people. From all accounts, this one is exactly like the first; it was
civilians, non-Seraphim, who struck the hospital.”


“How many of McBride’s people were injured in the second
hospital attack?”


Susan hurriedly looks over her notes. “I misspoke,” she
states as she scans the fax. “From what Detective Lane is sending me, there
were only Rogues present at this location.”


“How far was the second hospital from the first?”


Susan checks another sheet. “Forty-five miles,
approximately.”


Doherty nods, pushing the papers on his desk aside. “I
agree,” he says, looking up at Susan. “It wouldn’t make sense for Rogues to
attack their own. How many were killed at the second hospital?”


“Seven…with four others critically wounded.” She passes him
the gruesome crime scene photos from her pile. 


He doesn’t shy away from the more grotesque of the images.
He lines the pictures of no longer attached limbs side by side with the bloodied,
shrapnel covered remains of the hospital on his desk. “They were more
successful than those who hit the first hospital.”


Susan can’t help but smile. “A couple of McBride’s people
put up a fight along with one nurse’s assistant. At the Rogue hospital, it
seems like they just walked in and…poof.”


Doherty presses a thumb hard along his lower lip, a habit
that shows when he’s thinking something out. “These Seraphim,” he says once his
thumb has finished, “the Rogues, sound like a cocky group. They might not have
thought anyone would have the gonads to strike them out in the open like this.”


“Or,” Susan adds, handing him another sheet from her pile,
“it was because all of the Rogues at the second hospital were among those
injured from the raid, so they had no one watching their backs.”


Doherty holds the paper up, squinting to read the names of
those injured. They run down the left side of the page in small print,
accompanied by a description of both initial injuries and those sustained from
the hospital attack. Below that column is another that lists those injured from
the blasts. Everyone injured aside from the Rogues were staff members of the
hospital. 


He adds the paper next to the train of photos in front of
him. “That’s harsh. We know that there were plenty of Rogues who got away
unscathed from the raid. Why wouldn’t they care for their wounded?”


“I don’t have anything from the second hospital’s outside
cameras, but someone had to drop all them off. And since there were multiple
drop-offs over less than an hour, there is no way it was one Rogue who brought
all of them in. It’s just odd that none of them chose to stick around.”


“So maybe they did know there would be another attack.”


Susan shakes her head in disagreement. “In that case, why
wouldn’t Rogues have simply killed their injured instead of wasting time
bringing them to a hospital where they stood another chance of being captured?”


Doherty reclines in his chair, taking in everything laid out
on his desk. “What are you thinking?”


“Maybe,” she lifts a finger in the air as she gives words to
thoughts, “maybe there was somewhere else they had to be.” She lowers her hand
as Doherty gives her an unconvinced grimace. “Orders that would out-trump any
desire they may have had to stay with those they brought to the hospital.”


“Hhmmm,” Doherty growls as he picks up the paper that
contains the list of names. His thumb returns to his lip. 


His cell phone vibrates against his desk, distracting him
from his thoughts. He checks the text message, taking his time to read it over
twice before setting it down. He gives Susan a sympathetic frown. “Call your
detective at the second hospital attack.”


She looks down at the cell phone confused, but the screen is
already black. “Why?”


Doherty slides all of the photographs and the paper together
making one stack. He hands it all back over to Susan. “A third hospital was
struck twenty minutes ago. Same M.O.”



 


 

The next morning, Doherty stands, stoic, in front of his
team. “You all will notice that we are missing two people in the office today,”
he announces. “They won’t be coming back. They are off the case permanently. I
will be dividing their work among the rest of you until I can find suitable
replacements.” 


“Why?” Ash asks, dumbfounded like everyone else around him
who is glancing around in confusion.


“Members of their families have been found to be involved in
the case,” Doherty tells him.


Another person pipes up. “Are they’re suspects?”


“No, no. They have minor involvement that we know of, but
involvement nonetheless.” Ash’s teeth clench together. “You took critical
people off the case for minor family involvement?”


To Susan’s delight, Doherty glares across the room at Ash.
“They left voluntarily. They know what’s at stake here.”


“Do you have replacements in mind?” Susan asks trying to
sound calm and fully accepting of the information. She hopes Ash notices her
cool, collected demeanor.


Doherty lets out a sigh. “As of yet, no. For now, you will
be taking over identifying the hospital bombers. Everything else will be
reassigned by lunch.” He looks around at the faces staring at him. “Check your
company emails for added work load. Carry on.” Doherty turns abruptly from the
gathering before anyone else can throw questions at him. He retreats into his
office, shutting the door firmly behind.


Susan eyes Ash as he takes out his phone, pulling hers out
as well. Everyone, it seems, is anxious to see what work could be added to
their already heavy loads. Her emails update, and sure enough, she sees a new
one from Doherty. It was sent minutes before Doherty started the morning
meeting. She opens it quickly, glancing at Ash while he glares at his phone
impatiently. Doherty’s email contains one sentence: “You will be heading the
investigation on the hospital attacks with a team of three detectives, of whom
you are free to choose.”


 She doesn’t let
the closed door of Doherty’s office deter her. With phone in hand, she heads
straight for it. 


Doherty isn’t surprised by the intrusion. He holds up a hand
from behind his desk, stopping her before she begins to speak. With the other
hand, he turns on a small television screen which he has set up beside his
desk. “Tell me what you think of this,” he instructs, and presses ‘play.’


The shaky image is that of the grassy knoll she already
knows to be the Rogue school. Part of the grounds captured in the video have
already been destroyed, so the recording must be from sometime during or after
McBride’s people raided it. The angle of the camera is high and moves left to
right as the person wearing it scopes the area out, so Susan deduces that it
must be attached to someone’s head.


“Who’s recording this?” she asks, moving closer to the
screen.


“McBride had body cameras placed on a couple of different
teams so they would have evidence like this for someone like us later on. I
figure he was thinking if none of them made it back, he would at least have
proof of what they saw.”


The person wearing the body camera suddenly stops. Another
person on the team who appears briefly on the side of the screen quickly
retreats backwards, out of view. The camera pans down to show the man’s hands
working on ejecting a clip and then quickly replacing it with a new one. He
steps back carefully so as to not make much noise. He must have given them the
command to fall back.


“The man we’re watching and the people with him are the ones
Cassidy Sipe was supposed to be with on the day of the raid. We have several
conflicting statements on Miss Sipe.” Susan says nothing. “Do you see her? I
sure don’t.” 


Susan can’t make out anyone’s gender underneath the full
coverage helmets, much less the face of Cassidy Sipe, who Susan has only seen
in a single photo McBride gave them. The group of Seraphim conceal themselves
by laying on the ground in a patch of bushes. The camera has only a small
vantage point between the dirt and the lowest branches of the bushes that are
not quite touching the ground. Through the thicket of leaves, Susan makes out
several sets of legs running past them only a few feet from where the group is
concealed.


“How do you know Cassidy isn’t in the group? You can’t see
anyone’s face.”


“This video was intended to show Cassidy Sipe being
captured, but by this point it has only shown me that two females were
separated from the raid party thanks to a blast that took out a man who was between
this group you see in the bushes and the two women leading the pack.” Doherty
grimaces. “He didn’t see it coming, walked right over the site where the
initial bomb went off. The ground blew apart right at his feet.”


“That’s terrible,” Susan murmurs.


Doherty nods at her words. “Now watch the next part,” he
says. Doherty’s eyes are intent on the television. “This is what I wanted you
to see.”


The cameraman rises and looks to the side, so Susan can see
more than just legs. A good distance away from the raid party, the six Rogues
that just ran by them are now having a standoff with a man. The Rogues stand in
front of a tiny house that Susan has learned must be one of the many houses for
teachers and faculty that are scattered over the school’s grounds. The man
staggers from side to side as he yells at the Rogues congregating around the
house. 


One of the Rogues, a man wearing a coaches whistle around
his neck, breaks from the pack and walks around the house, going unnoticed by
the belligerent man making vivid hand gestures at those motioning for him to
join them. Most of the Rogues slowly lower their weapons, clearly not taking
the shouting man seriously. 


Soon, something draws their attention beyond the camera’s
sight. Rogues on the outer skirts of the group begin shooting off to the right
in the direction of whatever it is that they have seen. The man at the door
looks out to see what they’re shooting at, squinting his eyes hard. 


Whatever he sees infuriates him. He reaches behind himself
back into the house and returns with a large-barreled handgun that he holds
with practiced ease. 


McBride’s people are up and moving. They quickly retreat
toward the wooded area they’re closest to them and then once they have cover
backtrack, moving slowly towards the Rogues. The Rogues are shuffling toward
whomever it was they are shooting at as the raid party runs to head them off.


The cameraman turns to look at the house, and Susan sees the
drunken man pointing his gun at the only Rogue still staining at the bottom of
the steps. He looks to be insisting that the Rogue stop the others as he
angrily shakes his gun toward the group continuing to fire to no avail. Susan
sees the distinct flick of the man’s thumb as he pulls back the hammer. As the
cameraman is running with his group toward the firefight he turns away from the
house to see where he’s going just in time to dodge a tree that’s directly in
front of him. When he turns back, the male Rogue with the whistle dangling
around his neck who had initially separated himself from the group has
reappeared right behind the intoxicated man having made it through the small
house and out the back door where the man is standing. 


The Rogue uses the butt of his weapon to clunk the man over
the back of the head. The hit is solid. Susan can almost see the intoxicated
man’s eyes roll back in his head before he falls to the ground, the gun hitting
the ground next to him. The man is collected from off the ground by the Rogue
who hit him and the one who distracted him. Suddenly, someone from the larger
Rogue group notices McBride’s people charging through the tree line and turns
his weapons on the cameraman. 


Doherty pauses the video on a clear shot of the unconscious
man in the background being carried away by two Rogues.


“Explain to me what this footage just showed us,” Doherty
commands.


“It’s simple,” Susan tells him, looking at the Rogues
closest to the cameraman in the still shot. There are at least three guns
pointed at him and very little chance that the trees will provide the coverage
he needs to block the bullets. Susan starts, “The man on the steps obviously
lives at that house so we know he worked at the school. Also, he was
legitimately upset when he saw what the Rogues were shooting at.” Susan pauses.
“That’s what we’re calling them?” she asks.


“That’s what all the other Seraphim refer to them as,”
Doherty says impatiently.


“He didn’t agree with them shooting,” she says quickly,
noting her boss’s impatience. “Whether it was kids or the Seraphim raiding the
property, I don’t know, and…” her voice fades.


“And what?” Doherty asks, his impatience replaced with
intrigue.


Susan’s volume resumes. “He was swaying like my aunt on
Thanksgiving Day, after she’s finished her bottle of wine.”


Doherty continues to study Susan’s face. “Why do you think
they carried him off instead of leaving him to be captured?”


“One less person for McBride’s people to question.”


“The Rogues could’ve shot him as soon as he walked outside
if they didn’t want the liability.”


“Okay, then they must’ve needed him.”


Doherty nods, but it’s clear his thoughts are elsewhere.
Susan straightens her back. If he isn’t going to bring up the elephant in the
room, then he’s leaving her no other choice. 


“You’re going to give Ash my job, aren’t you? If I’m to be
in charge of investigating the hospital bombings, then we both know that he’s
the next best at assisting you with interviews.”


“It doesn’t matter who takes over interviews at this point,”
Doherty says.


It matters to me,
Susan wants to say. She knows Ash will rub it in her face that she’s no longer
Doherty’s right-hand woman. 


“Our priority is to locate anyone connected to the attacks
on the hospitals,” he says matter-of-factly.


“Seraphim killing Seraphim aren’t priority?” Susan asks,
sounding more annoyed than she intended.


Doherty remains unmoved by Susan’s vigor moving folders back
and forth over his desk. “If the civilian population is targeting Seraphim,
there’s nothing else that could take priority.”


“It was probably extremists who targeted the Seraphim
hospitals because they overheard someone talking too freely about Seraphim’s
gifts and have been hunting for a place where Seraphim congregate. I would
guess someone from inside the hospital got word to them that there were
multiple Seraphim inside—“


Doherty cuts her off, “Who would they have overheard talking
about Seraphim?”


“Maybe by another Seraphim, the same way I learned.” 


He gives her a pinched stare of disbelief. 


“It’s neither here nor there,” she insists. “It was terrible
what happened, but those nut-cases are irrelevant! What’s important is
identifying Rogues, what they’re up to, and where they’re hiding now. There are
still plenty of kids missing.”


Doherty slides a folder he’s been playing with over to
Susan. “This will change your mind.” 


She picks up the folder and flips through the photographs.
The gruesome images are similar to the hospital crime scene photos. “Did
Detective Lane send these to you without going through me first?” Doherty
doesn’t answer. She scans the papers that follow the photos. The faxes have a
cover sheet from a hospital whose name she hasn’t seen before. 


Susan reads that a hospital in Texas is where a third attack
has occurred. She quickly concludes, “This shows that the hospital attacks
aren’t linked to our case at all. It’s hospitals that are being targeted, not
Seraphim.” 


She sets the folder down on his desk triumphantly. Doherty
doesn’t make a move for it. 


Slowly, he says, “Except…there were Seraphim at all of the
locations.”


Susan grabs the folder again. There is no mention of Seraphim
at the third hospital in any of the paperwork, but there normally isn’t
anything besides the vague terminology that Susan has learned since she
starting working for Seraphim. 


Maybe Lane isn’t the person who faxed these papers to
Doherty. She hasn’t even heard if Doherty has taken it upon himself to send
Lane to the third hospital yet. If this third case is being handled by
non-Seraphim, that would explain the lack of such information. Doherty’s cell
phone goes off as Susan stops on the final page, which lists the four victims.
None are identified as Seraphim or having Seraphim-like traits.


“I need to take this in private. You can keep that,” Doherty
says, eyeing the folder as he pulls out his phone. “You’re going to need it.”


Susan uses the folder to salute him before turning to leave.



 


 

Susan tries to get a hold of the Texas hospital, or more
specifically the person who had sent Doherty the crime scene photos. Ash pops
up to collect her material covering Doherty’s interviews. He makes a show of it
as he picks up the first file and throws it open. He purses his lips as he
reads the first page, and after glancing over at Susan to check to see that
she’s still watching him he goes back to reading. When his expression turns
into an over exaggerated frown she’s had enough. She twirls her chair around,
giving him her back as he begins asking what other files he needs to take.
Finally, as she swivels, someone picks up on the other line. She covers her
free ear with her hand to drown out Ash’s voice, leaving him to figure out
what’s what with the stacks of folders and notes lying in neat piles across her
desk. 


She gets nowhere on the call. Local reporters have been
heckling the hospital staff so much so that the supervisor who takes her call
doesn’t even believe Susan’s a detective and refuses to say one word about the
‘incident’. When she’s finished with the call, she turns to find Ash long gone
and her desk in shambles. Not a single folder is where she left it. He has even
made an upside-down cross with her pens. She scans the office, but Ash is nowhere
in sight. The colleague closest to her desk, who obviously witnessed him
tampering with her things, is trying not to laugh.


The phone on her desk beeps, indicating in a nonintrusive
manner that she has an incoming call. Susan looks up at her fellow female
detective; she watches her without making eye contact. “If that’s him, you may
not want to witness the exchange,” she warns.


“Oh, but I do,” the detective says, retrieving a fingernail
filer out of her top drawer, eyeing Susan cheekily. 


 She answers the
phone, determinedly chipper. “Hello!” 


“It’s Lane,” replies the shaky voice.


She leans in closer to the receiver. “Lane? Are you okay?”


The detective’s fingernail filing slows as she listens to
Susan’s conversation.


“Uh,” his rapid breathing has Susan straining to hear him,
“sorta.”


Susan points her finger wildly at the female detective. When
she looks up, Susan points her sharply in the direction of Doherty’s office.
The detective jumps up and jogs to Doherty’s office. The detective’s hurried
movement has some of the others in the office glancing over in Susan’s
direction. 


Susan’s knuckles are turning white around the phone, but her
voice maintains a well-rehearsed calmness. “Tell me what’s going on, Lane.”


“I haven’t made it to the third hospital. A deer ran out in
front of my rental and uh..,” he trails off, unable to come up with the words
or not wanting to admit to them.


Susan lessens her grip on the receiver. “You hit a deer,”
she says, relieved as all of the scenarios she was imagining were far worse
than reality.


“Yes, I hit a deer. I was going…” he trails off again. “It’s
totaled,” he confesses in a huff.


Another voice farther away from the phone says, “We don’t
have all day, sir.”


Doherty briskly walks out of his office with the female
detective at his heels. His eyes are glued on Susan. “What is it?” 


 Susan holds a
demanding pointer finger up at him as she listens closely to the phone. Lane is
pathetically trying to tell her what he needs from her trailing off in every
sentence. She interrupts him to ask, “Is this local or Sheriff?” Susan writes
down what’s he’s telling her with Doherty standing over her. 


She straightens, feeling a heat that could be her own or
Doherty’s. She places a hold over the receiver to murmur, “Lane has ran into a
little trouble on his way to the third location. He hit a deer and totaled his
rental—”


Doherty checks the detective returning to her desk nearest
Susan’s with an annoyed leer. “Why was I pulled away for this?”


“Let me finish,” Susan hisses. “He is being held at the
local police department. He failed the roadside sobriety tests they gave him,
and until his blood test comes back they aren’t releasing him.” Doherty’s lips
pinch together to the point that they are no longer visible. He wants to
bellow; she can tell. She takes her hand away from the receiver, waving it
between them to let him know that Lane will hear along with everyone in the
office. “Lane has assured me he is not under the influence. He is merely shaken
up, is all.” Susan can feel the hot air on her forehead as Doherty exhales. 


Detective Lane is the youngest of their people. She knows
that Doherty must like him to have hired him, but with the hard line of his
mouth she wonders if he’s going to fire Lane over this. 


“They’re giving him a hard time,” Doherty states. 


“Sounds like it,” Susan says. On the other end of the line,
Susan hears Lane defend himself loudly, followed by the harsh bark of a police
officer. 


“Get whoever is in charge over there on the phone. I’ll take
the call in my office.”


“Yes sir.” Susan returns the phone to her mouth. “You got
that?”


Lane sounds relieved. “Sure did.”


Susan sets about selecting from the remaining detectives
Doherty has offered her for the investigation into the hospital attacks. Her
boss’s muffled hollering serenades everyone working around the main office. Ash
has reappeared with a fresh cup of coffee, looking smug. Doherty’s yelling gets
louder, and Ash’s cocky smile disappears. He grabs a folder from his desk
setting his cup down. He gives Doherty’s office a quick glance. Something hits
the wall in Doherty’s office and Ash retreats out of the room leaving his
coffee. 


Susan hopes that he’s afraid to stick around for fear of
incurring Doherty’s temper. Judging by Doherty’s intensity, the person on the
other end must be resisting demands to release his detective. Based on Susan’s
own experience, she’s sure they will be offering to pay for Lane’s new rental
by the time all is said and done. 


She writes down the names of everyone she can choose from.
She intentionally excludes the three other female detectives from her list, not
wanting to lose what little female camaraderie she has among them by pulling
them away from their projects to start from scratch with her. 


Bill, an older detective, is at the top of her list. He has
an eye for detail and has been pouring over the information they’ve already
received. Since all of the hospital attackers are dead, this will be a game of
connect-the-dots, and finding their common denominator. It is a task right up
Bill’s alley.


 To be safe,
though, Susan goes through the remaining paperwork on her desk, looking for the
file which lists who’s working what for the raid case. It’s best to find out
what the other detectives are working on so as to ruffle as few feathers as
possible. 


While going through the desk’s contents, she finds more
folders from Doherty’s interviews in her bottom drawer. She knows she should
deliver them, but even if Ash were at his desk, there aren’t enough people
about to witness their exchange. She needs more people present to help her
suppress the urge to give him a piece of her mind. 


Susan reads over the top folder. It’s on William McBride.


Detective Doherty’s first page on Mr. McBride reads short
and sweet:


William McBride has given no indications of being involved
with past or present Rogue-related activity. Mr. McBride continues to be
forthcoming with information he believes to be vital to the investigation. He
maintains Cassidy Sipe and Catherine Jameson’s innocence, which makes his
perception of those close to him questionable.


There’s a hand-written side note at the bottom corner of the
page that Susan isn’t sure that she wants to be typed up for the official
report. It reads: Where a psychopath feels no empathy, Mr. McBride is the
complete opposite, feeling for everyone. With this knowledge, it is my belief
that it would be easier for anyone, no matter their closeness to him, to hide
their true intentions.


Doherty finishes it with: In summary, for a man who, by all
accounts has been suppressed and underrated since early childhood, he shows no
malice. Unless evidence is brought forth, William McBride is no longer a
suspect.


The second folder is on a student from the Rogue school,
Jake Angelo. It’s mainly a recommendation for psychological treatment, and it
requests that a psychologist be added to their detail. Susan doesn’t look at
the rest. She sets the small stack of folders in the outgoing rack on top of
her desk to throw at Ash later. 



 


 


 


 










Chapter 4




Squeaky footsteps enter the room. I would open my eyes if it
was possible, but simply hearing sounds around me is all that I can manage. I’m
numb. Based on the footsteps roaming around me, though, I’m guessing that I
must be lying down. Ahead of the footsteps is the distinct sound of rubber
wheels rolling across a vinyl floor. 


A voice that can’t be mistaken as belonging to anyone other
than my father speaks. “Did her MRI show anything?”


A female voice answers him. “We should know soon,” she says.
I hear more squeaky footsteps that come close to the left side of my head and
then stop. “The doctor will be making rounds shortly.”


The wheels roll closer to me before stopping. The squeaky
shoes briskly walk far enough away that after a moment, I no longer hear them.
Very close to me, sheets ruffle, but I can’t feel whether the sheets are on me
or not. 


“I know you’re in there, Taylor,” Dad says gently. Sniffling
accompanies further crinkling of the sheets. I try to move my fingers, toes,
even try flaring my nostrils to give him a sign that I hear him. 


I give up when he speaks again. “You saved me,” he voice
thickens with emotion. “Only for me to lose you in the same day.” 


The squeaks come back into my range of hearing. The
footsteps stop past my head. Glass rattles with the cessation of the footsteps.



“How are you doing since that pneumonia diagnosis?” the
female voice asks.


“I’m feeling the best I have in a long time. You don’t have
to worry about me. What are you giving her?” Dad asks.


“Nothing new. We’re keeping her comfortable until she’s done
with her nap.”


“I wish it was a nap,” he says under his breath.


“When the nurse’s assistant comes in, we will get her some
fresh sheets.”


“Is that your way of telling me I need to roll out?” Dad
asks, sounding like he is smiling as he says it.


The nurse chuckles, “If you don’t mind. I can push you out
so you don’t have to fight that big chair around the corners.”


“Let me tell her bye first.”


“By all means,” the nurse says. I hear her step away to give
us some privacy. 


“My everything.” His voice is soft like it was when I fell
off my bike during my first excursion without training wheels. It was
summertime, and I had worked up the courage to allow my parents to remove the
two extra wheels. My shorts allowed the concrete to take a hunk of flesh out of
my knee, but Dad was right there to scoop me up. He carried me inside while
half-singing how proud he was of me for being so brave. 


Almost as if he is reliving the same memory, he says, “I
love you my brave girl.” 


The sheets ruffle again, but this time it’s followed by the
sound of him rolling away. 


I love you too, I say, but only I can hear it. A rush
of air escapes my lips. Whatever the nurse has given me is taking affect fast.
The sound of Dad’s wheels fades as if hands are slowly being lowered over my
ears. 


I’m in a dream suddenly. It feels like an eternity has
passed since I have experienced a dream. All this time, I have been in a
peaceful darkness. The distant, “wehh, weehh,” isn’t bothersome initially, but
it grows louder. When I feel movement, I know it’s not my dream that I am
experiencing. 


I call out, “Dream Walker?” No response.


I go silent, searching for anything that can tell me what’s
happening. The crying grows, causing a blossoming awareness for me and Dream
Walker, who is in a deep sleep. Because of the crying, Dream Walker’s depth of
sleep lightens noticeably. 


She is on the verge of waking now. With her out of deep
sleep, I can push into her mind with an ease that I have never been given
previously. 


As I cautiously explore and wait for Dream Walker to shut me
down any second, being in her head gives me an aching feeling that isn’t my
own. The sensation is attached to a strong craving for revenge. I pause, not
wanting to take on anyone else’s troubles. I have plenty of my own issues,
which I’m avoiding. 


My connection to her does allow me to enjoy the physical
sensations that go along with tossing in ones sleep, sensations which I
currently cannot enjoy in my own body. It’s the next best thing to the real deal.



A memory appears in the sleeping mind. It’s of my dad and me.
Dream Walker wouldn’t have a memory like this. And then I get it: this is my
mom’s dream. 


The realization shocks me, throwing me off kilter as her
mind processes the dream. Such a loss is linked with this memory of me that it
causes her to stir. 


I’m out of time. In vain I yell, “Mom!” But she wakes
instantly, breaking our connection. I’m left with no idea whether she has heard
me or not. If she did, does she simply think it was just part of her dream? 


One thing is clear: she believes that I’m dead.











Chapter 5




My hearing slowly returns as I drift out of the peaceful
darkness that gently holds me. The floating sensation subsides. Karen is
nearby, the woman that I ran with before the hospital explosion knocked me off
of my feet. 


“I have strong legs,” she says. She speaks just as
insistently as she had when fighting with the nurses to stay in her hospital
room. “See. I can walk. I don’t need a wheelchair.” 


A woman answers, and I recognize her voice from her
conversation with my father during his visit. “If you want to show me how
strong you are, then you can use those strong legs to move from your wheelchair
to this recliner, but no farther.”


There is movement on the left side of me where my dad had
been earlier. 


“How comfortable is it?” Karen asks as she grunts. I hear
the sound of shuffling feet.


Someone pats a chair that sounds pretty close to my left
side. Air hisses from the chair. The woman tells Karen, “I think this one is
more comfortable than the one in your room.”


“Let me see.”


“Hold on,” the female voice warns. “ You didn’t lock the
wheels first like I showed you.” She moves away with the same squeaky steps as
before.


There is more shuffling, metal clanking against metal, and a
small grunt before it sound like Karen is in the recliner. “I did it!” Karen
exclaims.


The squeaky shoes have moved to the right side of my bed
now. “Yes, you did. Once I’ve changed this saline bag and propped up her hip,
we can go tell Doc how good you did. It’s up to him to give you permission to
stop using a wheelchair, okay?”


“You know saline is just a fancy word for water,” Karen
remarks, ignoring the question.


“That’s very good. Did one of the other nurses tell you
that?” 


Karen is silent. 


“It’s purified water,” the nurse continues, “for those who
can’t drink regular water like you and I can.”


“I don’t like drinking water,” Karen tells her. “Sweet tea
is way better.”


The nurse is so close to me now that I can smell her.
Something grabs my right shoulder and lifts. I can actually feel the movement.
After being numb for so long, this sudden firing of sensations across my
neurons is painful. I try to cry out, but my vocal cords refuse to comply. 


The nurse places a soft pillow under my right shoulder. My
right hip is next, causing more pain to shoot through my side, exponentially
worse. My eyelids partially pucker open, giving me a small, distorted glimpse
of my room. I can’t tell if I had control over opening my eyelids or if the shift
in position caused it. From this point of view, I’m looking down toward the
floor on the left side of the bed where all I can make out is a shoe pointing
in my direction. It looks to be suspended in air. I work to refocus on what I’m
seeing. The cloud surrounding the shoe slowly readjusts, and the background
materializes. 


Karen has the recliner laid back with her feet propped up by
the outstretched foot rest. One foot has a shoe on it; the other is wearing a
dark, plastic boot with Velcro straps holding it tightly in place.


The croc on her good foot holds my gaze in all its ugly
glory. It’s hard to put my finger on exactly where I’ve seen it before. 


I fade out of the room momentarily, moving my consciousness
inwards to search my mind for the croc’s previous sighting. I find the ugly
shoes not far back in my memory. It was after I was knocked to the ground in
the hospital hallway. It had been the person wearing those shoes who had
dragged me toward Karen’s room. Again, I look at Karen’s lone shoe in front of
me. That’s it, for sure. 


Karen tried to help me after I tried getting her out of harm’s
way. I did manage to push her into her room before the explosion, I think, but
she came back for me. The back of the recliner, which I can barely make out,
begins to lift as the footrest snaps shut. My view of the shoe and boot are
replaced by Karen’s curious stare. Her eyes look like no more than slits as she
meets my gaze and smiles. 


Her facial features are flat, making her extra chromosome
known to the world. Down syndrome is classified as a genetic disorder, but
looking at her this close, I’d say she’s perfect. She lifts a hand up next to
the side of her face. She gives me a tiny wave before giggling like a child.
Her eyes are light and warm. At this moment, if I could make a sound, I would
giggle right along with her.


On the other side of my bed, the nurse asks, “What’s so
funny?”


Karen chirps, “She’s awake.”


The nurse walks around the bed, her legs coming into view.
She leans over like Karen from a little farther back, and a blurry halo becomes
the outline of the nurse. She must have given me more medication when she was
on the other side of me, because I can feel myself slipping from consciousness
suddenly. A light flashes in one of my eyes and then moves to the other. My
vision turns dark as the bright light leaves, quickly fading to black.


“She’s playing tricks on us. Miss Jameson is still very much
asleep,” she assures her.


I hear Karen move closer to me. She speaks so softly that I
can barely hear her. “Is my sister talking to you in your sleep?” 


Sister? The only person that talks to me is Dream Walker,
and I don’t know anything about her.


Could Dream Walker be related to Karen? If I could do
anything physical in this state, I would shrug. Why not? Them being related
would explain the feelings I got toward Karen from Dream Walker when they were
both being held in the basement. If my vision wasn’t completely black now, I
would study Karen’s face for signs of a resemblance, but I doubt it would
reveal much. After all, I hadn’t put it together until Karen brought it up.


The squeaky shoes stop, followed by a smooth rub; I imagine
the nurse pivoting in place. Sure enough, when the nurse speaks, she is facing
my bed again. “What was that?” 


Karen moves away from me to ask the nurse, “When will she
wake up?” 


My hearing is quickly fading again. It’s the most
inconvenient timing because I desperately want to know the same thing. I strain
to make out the nurse’s reply. The last thing I hear is a distant, “Your guess
is as good as mine.”



 


 

Being able to hear, see (somewhat), and feel again, even for
that tiny sliver of time, leaves me drained. The fatigue has me drifting back
to the unwelcome darkness. My agitation refuses to give way or allow rest, and
the longer it goes on, the more agitated I become. I think of what Karen must
have looked like, picturing her dragging me out of the collapsing hospital
wing. She very well could be the sole reason I survived; if you could call my
current state surviving. 


This train of thought ultimately leads me to Kelly. In one
day, my life was saved twice. 


When Kelly and I were freeing the prisoners in the basement,
it was Kelly who had knocked me out of the way before a bomb went off. The
Rogues had set it, most likely to keep us from going after them. They had
Cassidy with them, and they must have known we would try to chase them down as
long as they had one of ours. 


It’s easier to picture Kelly saving me. He fits the bill of
a night-in-shining-armor with his big, Dynamar physique. Dillon Weston would
have been my ideal savior, but beggars shouldn’t be choosers. I do have to say
it would be better if Kelly had gallantly swept me off my feet and carried me
out of the explosion’s reach instead of slamming into me like a linebacker. He’s
definitely got the aptitude to play in the national football league, if nothing
else. 


I mentally flinch as I imagine how stupid I must have looked
in that moment as I flew through the air into one of the cells having no clue
who or what had just rammed into the side of me. I sure don’t make for much of
a damsel in distress. But I did witness my knight in shining armor showing his
less-than-gallant side at the church after the raid. 


As he raged, he had looked like a man on fire with his
auburn hair. It was the captured Rogues, brought to the church to be sorted,
that caused him to snap. 



 

Kelly pummeled a female Rogue viciously after she was
unloaded in that packed, church parking lot. His anger, as well placed as it
was, was an unstoppable freight train in that moment. No Tempero present could
soothe the rage he released onto that woman. The sight of his arms and
shoulders heaving as his delivered blow after blow plays out in front of me as
if I’m in the audience of a motion picture. Not any of those Seraphim had been
able to get Kelly off her. 


There was a girl my age shouting as loud as she could for
someone, anyone to stop the beating. I gathered that Kelly was attacking her
mother. She was watching her mother being hurt and for that reason if nothing
else I was driven to the center of the fight. I ran at him because I wanted him
to stop, because another lifeless body wouldn’t have helped anyone. I remember
thinking, What am I going to do? 


Kelly was doing his own shouting. He kept repeating the name
Anne, and asking the woman how she could have done that, though he gave her no
chance between his punches to answer. It was clear that she had killed someone
he cared about during the raid. Knowing that he had some justification for what
he was doing only slowed me as I maneuvered around the bigger bodies trying
fruitlessly to pull him back. 


More Tempero congregated around the pack of Dynamar who were
forming a barrier between the Rogues and everyone else in the church parking
lot. After all, anyone else might decide that it was time to distribute their
own form of justice. 


It wasn’t until I got to Kelly that a Dynamar was finally
able to get a grip on him. I caught his attention when I grabbed his arm. He
didn’t calm down until I got right in his ear demanding that he stop. I almost
dropped my hand as his eyes met mine, second guessing myself for getting
between him and the woman he so obviously wanted to pulverize. As I stared up
at him I could see the fire in his eyes extinguish. From the fire came an
incredulously hard gaze that told me what he was thinking: my intervention had
drawn him to his senses. 


Somehow I was able to reach him when no one else could. Not
even Tempero, which I am not. Even if I were, the other Temps should have been
working on him long before I ran up. 


I freeze the scene in my mind, still remembering as if
looking from a distance. I want to examine the incident objectively, but
there’s so much I don’t understand. 


How was he so unaffected? Can Dynamar, being the hotheads
that they are, experience such a rage that even Tempero are rendered
ineffective? Could he be a Seraphim oddity like me?


I revisit the image in my head, although I have no ideas as
to what I should be looking for. If we share a mark from God or any mythical
creature, it escapes me. I don’t have any birthmarks, and most of Kelly’s
exposed skin was so badly burned from the basement explosion that there is no
way to make out external identifiers anyway, nothing that signifies some
greatness within.


The only thing I am remotely comfortable taking away from
the encounter is that my ability might branch into Tempero territory. It
doesn’t explain Kelly’s momentarily immunity. 


“You shouldn’t have stopped me,” he told me as I escorted
him away from the woman so that her injuries could be tended to, and so they
wouldn’t have to worry about Kelly going at her again. Once he cooled off, he
never came right out and asked me how I had done it, but when I told him that I
was a Veritatis, not a Tempero, he looked as equally confused as I was as to
why I had managed to bring him out if his rage when no one else could. 



 


 

A door shutting wakes me as it makes contact with its frame.
The eyelids I look through open with no difficulty. They are not my eyes I’m
looking through. I’m connected to someone with a functional motor response.
Excitement bubbles from inside me; finally, I’ve been pulled from my mind’s
darkness. 


Ssshhh, Dream Walker hisses at me inside of her head.
I can feel her desire to quiet my giddiness. She is in no mood. 


She is lying down, staring up at the ceiling. I am relieved
that I’ve finally connected with her and excited to no longer be alone. It’s
impossible, though, to hear what she’s trying to share with me over the clatter
of my own emotions. 


Her mind goes blank when a door clinks open from behind her.
It shuts much more softly this time. 


She strains to see who’s in the room with her but is unable
to move. This gets my full attention. There aren’t any reflective surfaces
around her, so I cannot see what has stopped her from turning her head, but I
can feel what she is feeling. Her skin tells me what I need to know. There is
something tight, some sort of a strap, across her forehead. Her wrists and
ankles are bound as well, and any attempt to move them yields nothing but
resistance. 


I realize that she’s not on a bed either. Against her back,
buttocks, and legs feels like a hard surfaced table. She squirms to show me
that her thighs and midsection are also being held down. She was right to not
want me to feel excitement. 


The door opening again pushes her right into the range of
terror.


The voice of an old man speaks out somewhere off to her
left. He sounds like he could be a caring grandfather sitting down to chat with
a stubborn child. “Your handlers tell me that you are refusing to eat.” 


Dream Walker stares straight up at the long, fluorescent
light bulb on the ceiling, ignoring the man and me. 


He leans over, close to her face. I urge her to look at him,
but she refuses. Her vision begins to blur, turning the elongated light into a
hazy cloud of brightness. The only thing I can make out from her peripheral
vision is the man’s gray hair. With the bright light beaming down on the back
of the man’s head and the eyes I’m looking through refusing to budge, his face
is incomprehensible.


Her silence endures his scrutinizing stare. “Not talking,
are we?” 


The halo of gray vanishes from the corner of her eye. We
listen as he moves away from the side of the table. His footsteps travel to the
right side of the room. They pause there, and I hear another door open. 


“I don’t need you for this one,” he says from the doorway. 


I can hear someone walking away as the door clinks gently as
it shuts behind the old man.


As if the man can hear me, I whisper in Dream Walker’s head,
Are you alright? 


Her response is cold. This is a bad time. You should go. She
doesn’t want me here with her.


You connected with me, I snap.


Did I? she asks, allowing the question to float in
her mind. Her insinuation is blatant. 


It had to be you, I tell her, recapping what I can
remember of the blackness so that she understands. She doesn’t seem to be
paying me much attention so I flat out tell her, I don’t know how to
connect.


A machine in close proximity to the top of her head comes to
life, giving us both a start. She squirms enough to catch sight of the machine
looming over her. I’d seen something like it before when Mom took me along to
one of Dad’s doctors appointments when I was little. They let me watch through
a plate glass window as Dad was laid out on a padded table and instructed not
to move as it slid into a cylindrical scanner much like this one. 


From this angle, the hole in the middle of the machine seems
like an open mouth waiting to be fed. In my memory, Dad had a nice person
standing next to the table, gently informing him of what was happening at each
step. Of course, there’s nothing like that here. 


A light vibration runs below Dream Walker’s shoulder blades.
The table begins its slow decent toward the hole. She wiggles against the
straps covering her body searching for a weak point where she could get a hand,
foot, anything free. The only thing her struggling gets her are sharp tinges of
pain as her shoulder blades dig into the unyielding table. 


I’m not going to let you go through this alone, I
say, wanting to give her solace, as if I had the power to end our connection. I
pause before cautiously asking, What are they doing to you?


The old man’s voice comes in through a speaker somewhere in
the room. “Let’s get going.”


A banging starts up from inside the machine.


Hope you’re not claustrophobic, she tells me without
speaking a word. Her head moves into the small, gray tube. The table stops once
she has been inserted shoulder-deep inside the machine. 


Claustrophobia is a definite concern. If the strap wasn’t
keeping her immobile, she would only be able to lift her head a couple of inches
without hitting the machine. She closes her eyes, shutting me out from the
light of the outside world. 


She feels me tense in the darkness and tries to take the
edge off by imaging open meadows, vast mountains, and picturesque beaches
complete with the sounds of lapping waves to offset the banging that has yet to
stop. The landscapes are engrossing. Why can’t I come up with these sorts of
things when I’m alone in my mind? 


You can, she says, showing me a memory of her burying
her toes in sand so soft that it tickles, focusing on the color of her light
blue-painted toenails. The sand is cool on her skin, but the memory is so vivid
that I start to feel the warm sun beating down on her.


Rustling from the other room drifts in through the speaker.
Dream Walker remains in her memory, but the sound of waves breaking are
replaced by a door swinging open hard from inside her room. Hurried steps rush
to the side of the table. Her eyes remain closed, but the memory of the beach
fades as she listens to the movement outside of the machine. 


The table vibrates again as it starts moving, this time
spitting Dream Walker out. She peeks out through one eye, her vision still
partially blocked form the tube. 


The man is right beside the table. His head is turned away
from Dream Walker as he looks at something behind him. 


“That’s enough,” he barks. 


The table stops abruptly. Dream Walker shuts her eye before
the man turns back to face her. His voice moves closer. “I know you’re linked
to one of them now.”


Dream Walker remains cool. “I’ve told you, there aren’t any
more.”


“Your brain is telling a very different story.”


“You’re mistaken.”


In a hushed voice, he asks, “It’s the girl, isn’t it?” 


Chills run over Dream Walker, and I’m not sure which of us
they come from. He’s talking about me.


 “Has it
changed?” he asks loudly.


“No change,” the unseen person replies.


Dream Walker wiggles beneath the straps. “Hope you kept the
receipt, because this thing is faulty. I am all that’s left.”


“You need to listen closely,” he says, his breath hitting
her shoulder.


“And if I refuse?”


“I’m not talking to you, Sidney” the man spits.


Your name is Sidney? I feel her eyes roll at me under her
eyelids. Wait…does he mean that he’s talking to me? How does he know about me?


He’s toying with me, she says in her head. He knows nothing
about you, she assures me.


But he knows I’m a girl, I rebuke.


In a deep voice he purrs, “I’m coming for you—” 


He knows I don’t connect with male Seraphim. Don’t let him
get to you. You’re safe. I’m the one stuck in a room with him.


Stop talking, I bark. I can’t hear him!


“You may be under the illusion that the worst is over, but
it isn’t. Everything is playing out as planned.”


Don’t listen to him. You’re safe, she insists.


Hush!


“You may feel secure, but that won’t last.” 


Maybe Sidney is telling the truth; if he did know about me,
then he would know that I can’t feel anything in my current state. 


“I know where you and your friends are, and I’m coming for
you.”


I want to see his face. I try to will Dream Walker to open her
eyes, but she’s determined not to acknowledge him. Nothing he says is
registering with me as a lie, but my ability might not work since I’m hearing
through Sidney’s mind. 


“None of you are safe,” he continues, his tone growing more
menacing by the word.


You’re safe, Sidney repeats, continuing to be unmoved
by his threats.


“Running and hiding won’t change the outcome.”


He’s trying to get under my skin, I think to myself. Sidney
echoes my sentiment. Don’t let him get in your head.


The man’s breath disappears from her shoulder. “You may
doubt what I’m telling you, and that would be unwise,” he says. He taps on the
table before stepping farther away. The vibrations are tiny, but I can feel
them against her right arm. “If doubt does dance in your pretty little mind,
ask your father how doubting me worked out for him.” 


I’m not in my own body, yet I feel as though I’ve been
kicked in the stomach. Sidney isn’t as shocked by his statement as I am, but
she opens her eyes nonetheless. 


“I’ll see you soon,” he says nonchalantly. Her eyes find his
back as he exits through the door from which he first entered. The door shuts
with the same ‘thunk’ as before. Dream Walk— Sidney tries to ease
the sting of what he said.


That wasn’t proof that he knows you specifically. The
table beneath her moves again, sliding her back into the machine.


I beg your pardon if me believing the scary man offends you,
but I don’t need him—whoever he is—naming off everyone I care about
in order to believe that he means business. I mean, look at what he’s done to
you!


The table stops once her shoulders make it inside. Her
vision is bathed in darkness again as she closes her eyes trying to relax
within the tight space. If you’re that worried about him, why don’t you warn
someone?


Has she not paid attention to my current situation? And
how would you suggest I do that, Ouija board?


With your mouth, you brat.


That word sparks mixed emotions. It aggravates me, for one.
But it also makes me yearn to see Jake in all his annoying glory. He’s been
calling me a brat for as far back as I can remember. 


With Sidney’s eyes closed, it’s impossible for me to stop
picturing Jake’s stupid face.


He’s cute, Sidney comments.


Immediately defensive, I snap, Mind your own business!


Break your connection with me if you don’t want to be here.


How?


Without an explanation, she pushes me. The sensation is
different from when she’s blocked me out before. She’s slowly showing me that
this resistance I’m feeling is how to end our connection. 


I push back, trying my best to copy what she’s doing, and
then suddenly she’s gone. I’m back, floating in my darkness all alone. Learning
how to do that was a lot easier than I expected. Next time, I decide, I’m going
to ask her to show me how she connects with me. 



 


 

A tension nags at me, a growing relentlessness that cuts
through my darkness. Slowly, it turns into a dull discomfort, and my heartbeat
throbs along steadily. I’ve never felt anything like this before since finding
myself floating in the darkness. I haven’t really felt anything until now. 


Then, it hits me like a fifty pound weight has been dropped
on my chest. 


I can feel! 


I ignore the darkness, welcoming the discomfort. As my
hearing returns, muffled voices interrupt my efforts.


“Everything came back normal, Mr. McBride.” It’s the doctor
who ordered tests on my dad when we first got to the hospital.


“Then why is she not waking up?” Uncle Will asks.


“I don’t have the answer to that at the moment. I’ve lowered
all of her dosages since ending the coma. All I can tell you is that she
needs more time.”


“Giving her more time is not something her father is going
to be satisfied hearing.”


The doctor’s voice is dry, “Waiting is rarely something
that’s done gracefully. I’ll let you tell him.”


“Thanks,” Uncle Will says, although it’s clear he means
anything but.


I try to open my eyelids. They raise enough to allow light
in, but not enough for me to see anything. If I can barely open my eyes, then
having a conversation is going to be as easy as running a mile at this point.
Again, I remember the man’s words; he told me not to run and hide. 


As I regain consciousness, my initial discomfort cranks up
to full-on pain. My chest, shoulders, and arm are first. My senses return, and
the pain spreads over my body, especially the lower half. I try to decipher
exactly what is injured, and eventually I determine that it must be one of my
legs. There isn’t anything I can do for the pain, so I try my best to ignore
it. I listen to Uncle Will and the doctor instead.


The doctor is asking, “How are the kids transitioning?”


“You can ask them yourself. I’m having some of them brought
in today.”


“I have a strict no return policy,” the doctor jokes. “Sorry
if the staff didn’t go over that with you when we released them.”


“They’re complaining of more migraines.”


I hear footsteps pacing the room. The doctor mumbles, “Acute
symptoms turning chronic…”


“Here’s a list of their names and specific symptoms they’ve
experienced since leaving the hospital. Thanks to them, my school is out of
sumatriptan. If you could help me out with that before the female faculty finds
out, I’d appreciate it.”


“I’ll get you some more.” I open my eyes some more managing
to get a better glimpse of the room. Moving for the door, the doctor says,
“I’ll get their charts pulled and some rooms ready.”


“Good thinking,” Uncle Will says with a nod as the doctor
departs. 


Uncle Will rests a hand on the bed frame at the foot of my
bed and rubs his other hand over his forehead and then into his hair. He looks
much more worn down than the last time I saw him.


I attempt to talk again but manage only to expel a bit of
warm air. Uncle Will’s hand slides down the back of his head onto his neck. He
squeezes his neck before bringing both hands to his shoulders. 


He’s staring down at my feet. If I could just will him into
looking up at me and seeing that my eyes are open, maybe he would do something
to help. The pain radiating from my lower body intensifies. 


Uncle Will strolls out of my line of sight toward the ray of
light coming from the window. His shadow streaks across the floor beside my
bed, and he stops in the middle of the window’s light. 


I squeeze my eyes shut, mentally shouting for my uncle to
come help me. I need something for the pain. I open my eyes but his shadow
hasn’t budged. I’m in danger, he’s in danger, my dad’s in danger, and I’m the
only one who knows it. 


Anger returns like a best friend from a long trip, wrapping
its arms around me tightly. If some stranger thinks he can threaten me and my
family when I finally have my dad back, he can think again.


I try to scream, “We are in danger!” A light wheeze is all
that comes out. 


The shadow on the floor turns momentarily. He must chalk it
up to the air conditioner or something, because after a moment, his shadow
turns back to the window. 


I try again to channel all that I’m feeling. The combination
of anger and pain alongside the fear of losing more gives me enough strength to
make something resembling an actual, audible word. My, “We’re in danger!” comes
out as a soft “dangeh.”


This time, Uncle Will doesn’t second guess himself. In the
blink of an eye, he’s in my face. “Thank God,” he says, meeting my struggling
gaze. He sinks his hand into mine as he calls out the door of my hospital room,
“Doctor! Nurse! Anybody!”


I do my best to hold onto his hand. He’s talking to me now,
but the pain has taken center stage. He lifts my hand toward him excitedly, and
I wince. He immediately lowers it. My collar bone feels broken. He releases my
hand and shouts something out the door more urgently.


A nurse rushes in, clearly shocked to find me awake. She
peppers me with questions, but all I can get out is, “hurts” as I motion by
wiggling my fingers haphazardly at my legs. Uncle Will tells her what happened
when he lifted my hand. She checks the monitor that is spitting out a thin
white ribbon of my vital signs and then hurries from the room.


“Rogues—” I say, sounding like the hoarse ghost of my
previous self. 


Uncle Will nods. “I know. We got them. You’re in the
hospital. You’ve been out of it for a week since the attack—”


“In danger,” I wheeze. He shakes his head in disagreement
but watches me try to speak until I finally get it out. “Rogues… are coming.”


“There are plenty of Dynamar in the building. You don’t have
to worry.”


The nurse returns pushing a cart into the room. “I’m going
to help you with the pain.”


“Don’t make me sleep,” I plea. 


The nurse looks over at Uncle Will who watches with an
equally concerned expression. “What are you going to give her?”


She pulls out a sheet of pills from the cart. Each white pill
is in its own punch pouch for easy distribution. “Only going to ease the pain.”


A tear rolls down my cheek uncontrollably. From the pain, or
from fear of returning to the darkness, I can’t tell. Uncle Will takes notice.
“Will it make her drowsy?” I need to warn everyone, but the pain is making it
hard to think.


“Honestly, yeah it will.”


“Is there an alternative?” 


She holds the sheet over the cup, about to pop the pill into
it. She glances at the screen displaying my medication list on top of the
chart. “Just for now,” he adds. “You can give her that if her pain gets worse.”



The pills are returned to their drawer. She presses
something on the screen that causes a different drawer to open. “I have a
short-acting anesthetic that doesn’t cause fatigue, but you will be want
something else soon.”


“I’ll take it,” I mumble. 


I must be getting easier to understand, because she unscrews
the top of a small spray bottle. 


“Open your mouth and lift your tongue,” she instructs. To my
delight, I’m able to do as asked. “I’ve paged the doctor,” she tells Uncle
Will. 


I’m given two squirts under the tongue. 


“He’ll be in soon to check on how you’re doing.” 


I close my mouth and cautiously swallow, expecting a foul
taste. To my relief, it’s virtually tasteless. 


“Welcome back,” the nurse says, placing the used bottle on
top of the cart. 


It works fast. By the time she’s left with the cart, my
collar bone isn’t screaming at me; my leg pain isn’t as intense either. She
gives us some privacy, closing the door behind herself. Uncle Will pulls a seat
up to the side of my bed. 


The volume of my voice improves as I tell him about my
warning. “Rogues know where we are, and they’re going to come get us.” I
swallow hard, wishing the nurse had left the spray bottle. “You have to believe
me. We are all in danger.”


Uncle Will starts shaking his head again as he tries to make
sense of what I’m saying. “Did you hear something during the raid?”


I have to give him credit for coming up with a logical
explanation. “No,” I say, preparing myself for the look I’m about to her,
“while I was asleep.”


“You weren’t sleeping, Taylor. You were in a coma.” His eyes
squint as he thinks hard. “Are you saying you heard it from someone in your
room while you were in a coma?”


I realize that I’m going to have to tell him everything.
Having an unknown person that I can barely describe tell me that he’s coming
after me sounds like a nightmare, not an actual event. In my hoarse whisper of
a voice, I say, “I’ve kept some things from you. When I go to sleep, my mind
sometimes connects with this lady.” I stare at him for a second, waiting to see
if he’s taking me seriously so far. He maintains a serious expression as he
stares back at me, so I continue. “She’s being held by Rogues. I know this
because I can talk with her.” 


He holds a hand up for me to stop. 


“You should start from the beginning. When you first had
this…this experience,” he says, crossing one leg over the other. He isn’t
looking at me like I’m crazy and seems prepared to listen, so I take this for a
good sign. 


I do as he asked, and I tell him about my first encounters
with Sidney, back when she was a mystery to me, as were the circumstances in
which I found her. Somehow, he keeps his composure the entire time. 


When I’m finished telling him about Sidney, I dive into what
sets me apart from the average Seraphim. It’s then that he finally interrupts
me. As I get to the part about my lunch dates with Cassidy he says, “Wait,
Cassidy knows about this?”


I try nodding my reply since my throat is beginning to ache,
but the motion feels more like an involuntary spasm. My shoulders start
throbbing almost immediately from the tiny movement, so I decide speaking
actually is the better option. 


“Yes, I figured you knew. She’s been helping me—” I
pause to take a breath. “Helping me hone in on lies. I’ve gotten a lot better.
It used to take a long time to weed out the explanations behind the lies.” I’ve
exerted myself at this point, and my body feels more like I’ve gone for a run
than like I’ve been reclining in bed.


Uncle Will clearly had no idea about my time with Cassidy. I
give him a chance to ask me questions, but he just stares at me, lips slightly
apart but silent. There’s nothing left to do but keep talking, so I tell him
about each of the meetings with Cassidy, my voice rasping. I also tell him what
I saw in the basement during the raid, and I include Cassidy’s warning before
the explosions went off. 


When I am finished, I ask, “Do you believe me?” trying not
to sound too self-conscious. Admitting all of this has made me realize just how
crazy it sounds. 


“I do,” he says without hesitation. “But this has to stay
between us; need-to-know only.”


“Okay.” I don’t want people to know about all this anyways.
Besides, I wouldn’t know how to accurately explain it if someone were to
question me farther. Cassidy called it an advancing ability. I thought
of it more along the lines of my ability expanding since I could do more as
time went on, not necessarily that I could do things better, which seems like
what the term “advancing ability” suggests. 


“I haven’t told anyone about the woman in my sleep,” I
confirm. “I had read part of a psychology book my parents got me and there was
a section on schizophrenia—”


He cuts me off. “You aren’t schizophrenic.”


“I know. I was just going to gloss over the formal reasons
why I’m not, just in case you were thinking that I am.”


Uncle Will stands. I’m confused for a second, and then I
hear my doctor and the nurses’ voices from the hall.


“Another person I used to be close with could connect too,”
he says quietly. Then, there’s a knock on the door. 


I perk up, quickly spitting out before the incoming hospital
staff can hear me, “You’re talking about my mom, aren’t you?”


He gives me my answer in the form of a smile.


My doctor enters and greets me with a clap. “Well hello
there!” The nurse walks in after him and closes the door quietly behind her.


“Hi,” I say, settling back against my pillow.


“How are you feeling?” the doctor asks.


“Tired,” I admit.


“I’m not surprised,” he says, moving toward the paper being
spit out of one of the machines I’m connected to. “Your body’s been through a
heck of a lot recently. If you don’t mind, we’re going to give you a little
checkup since you’re finally awake.” He takes what I’m guessing it my chart
from the nurse. He goes over a couple of the medications telling the nurse what
he wants to discontinue.


Uncle Will leans over from the other side of my bed to kiss
my forehead. “Need to know,” he says in my ear before he pulls away. “Oh, and
Karen wanted me to thank you on her behalf for pushing her away from those men,”
he says loud enough for the doctor and nurse to hear. “I found a spot for her
at The Southern Academy assisting some of the teachers who have the largest
classes. She wanted to be here when you woke up, but I talked her into going
with the first load of kids I got approved to move on our campus.” Before I can
respond Uncle Will’s heading for the door.


“Where are you going?” I ask.


He turns and looks at me solemnly. “I’m going to get
coffee.” He’s lying. His eyebrows rise, waiting on my response. He’s lying on
purpose. The lie opens before my eyes easily, just like it did every time I
worked with Cassidy. Being in a coma hasn’t affected that part of my ability in
the least. He’s going to work on a game plan with a select few Seraphim whom he
trusts. “Got it,” I say with a soft nod so as to avoid upsetting my fragile
shoulders. “Don’t take too long.”


“Take good care of her,” he instructs the two others in the
room. They are both going over the long paper displaying my vitals.


“Will do,” the doctor tells him. 


“Don’t worry, you won’t be alone now that you’re awake,” the
nurse assures me. “Your father will be over shortly.”











Chapter 6




Doherty’s cell phone rings as soon as he walks into his
office. Ash rounds the corner as Doherty answers the phone. 


Ash sets a folder on top of Doherty’s desk. Rubbing his
temples, he waits on Doherty to give him the next round of interviews to
review. The last couple he’s gone over, he hasn’t added much to since he’s
agreed with Doherty’s notes on the subjects. He knows that his boss will most
likely take it to mean that he’s too tired to put forth the effort of writing
his own synopsis. With this in mind, Ash decides that once he gets the next
stack of interviews in hand, he’s going to catch some shuteye before starting
them.


“You’re working late,” Doherty says into the phone. He looks
up at the clock on the wall. “It’s after midnight,” he says, registering his
own surprise more than anything. 


“And you need to remember that when you give me my eval,”
Susan cheerfully says on the other line.


Doherty leans over to the growing stack of folders on the
corner of his desk, grabbing a handful from the top. “I take it you’ve found
something, then.” He straightens the folders before holding them out to Ash.


Ash looks at the thick stack without reaching for them.
“Really?” 


Doherty leans forward to wave them insistently in Ash’s
face. “Yes. Now come on.” Ash reluctantly grabs them. 


“Who’s that?” Susan asks.


“Ash,” Doherty answers, collapsing back into his chair.
“Picking up the last of today’s interviews.” Ash hears his name and pauses
looking over the folders in his hands.” 


“He’s so slow. I would’ve had that done hours ago.”


Ash rubs his palm down the side of the folders quickly,
daring them to cut him. “Is she talking crap?”


 “That would be
unprofessional,” Doherty says, his face straight as ever.


Ash snorts, “Right.” As he walks to the door, he says over
his shoulder, “Tell her I have a life outside of work.” He shuts the door to
Doherty’s office, feeling satisfied with himself.


“I heard that,” Susan says, unamused. 


“Take that up with him. What did you find?”


“We found a connection. We have a picture of three of our
dead bombers standing happily outside of a church that has a big, beautiful
sign— Good Faith Fellowship. We’ve already tracked down the church’s
location.”


“Nice work.”


“Don’t get too excited. We still haven’t found a single
thing on the party responsible for the Texas bombing, and we’ve been unable to
get ahold of anyone at Good Faith Fellowship either. It’s going to take us days
to get to the church if we drive.”


“If you’re asking for permission to travel by train, go
right ahead,” Doherty says, satisfied with the news. “We need this solved.”


She had wanted plane tickets, but Susan knew better than to
count on it. She’d tried that fight with Doherty before and lost. 


“Train it is,” she agreed. 


“Anything else?” 


“One more thing. The picture was given to Lane by a local
reporter while we were following up with the hospital staff that were working
during the incident.”


“Interesting.” 


Having covered everything, Susan erases the list of topics
she had made on her laptop before placing the call. “I thought so too.”


“Email it to me.”


“Already did,” she says, shutting her laptop and hoping that
she might be able to leave it that way for the rest of the night. “Have they
found a safe place to move everyone down there?”


Doherty narrows his eyes at the closed door of his office.
“Who told you we were looking for new locations?” 


Susan pinches the top of her nose right between her eyes.
Suspicion doesn’t stop among colleagues, especially in this line of work. “I
didn’t know it was that hush-hush.”


“It is.”


“Then forget I asked. I’ll email you when I find more out
more on the hospital bombers and this church.”


“Alright,” he says, not wanting to push the issue. She knows
how many lives are at stake in this case, and she’s never let information slip
before. “Don’t let your guard down. We haven’t figured out the endgame here.”


“Ditto,” she replies before hanging up.


Doherty slips his phone back in his pocket. “Never the one
to say bye,” he says out loud. 


On his way out of the office, he stops by Ash’s desk. He’s
pulled the chair over from the desk next to his to prop his long legs on while
he reads the papers from the top folder. 


“Tomorrow, you’ll be here by eight with the coffee made,” he
tells him.


Ash sets the papers down. “What?” 


“You heard me. You’re going to be here bright and early to
tell whoever you told about McBride’s plans to move the patients that the
entire plan has been nixed.”


“But you were just talking to her…”


 “So you told
Susan? Since when did you two start speaking outside of this office?”


Ash picks the papers back up. “Don’t act so surprised. She
called me to ask me if I was doing ‘her job’ to her standards. Before I had the
chance to hang up on her, she asked about everyone in the hospital.”


Doherty crosses his arms over his chest. “It’s sad that I
should be surprised when my two best agents have a civil conversation.”


Ash frowns, looking down at the spot on the page where he
stopped reading. “I wouldn’t describe it as civil.”


Doherty shakes his head in disappointment. “Get some sleep,”
he says on his way out.



 


 

Lane scans the report for a total of three seconds before
setting it down. 


Well, that was too
quick for an experienced detective, Susan thinks as she watches Detective
Lane. Any report, no matter the triviality, could be the key to solving a case,
and this guy doesn’t even take the time to read them. Susan picks the report up
without a word to Lane. She knows that if she were to open her mouth, a very
condescending speech would spill out; it’s too early in the day for her to put
in the effort to teach basic detective skills to a grown man. 


Susan steps away and hears Lane ask, “What happens now?”


She cuts her eyes at Bill as she passes him. He’s in the
midst of picking up the various evidence bags containing pieces of the bag used
to carry the grenades into the hospital along with scrubs cut off of one of the
nurses who had fought the bombers that he had laid out on his desk for review.
Taking notice of her sideways glance, he speaks up first.


“Simple,” he says as he tosses an evidence bag full of
shrapnel on top of the pile in the evidence box on his desk. “We follow the
next lead.” 


Lane gives Bill a downcast stare. “Good Faith Fellowship?”


Bill shoots a finger gun in Lane’s direction with a loud
click of his tongue. “That’s right. We’re going to church.”


Lane gestures to the evidence bags and reports that are
covering everyone’s working space. “Who’s going to take care of all of this?”


Susan, already typing out an email on her phone, answers.
“Doherty will see to it that everything is brought back to headquarters. The
station will house the evidence boxes until transit can be set up.”


Lane’s voice is quieter now aware that there are plenty
around the station listening to their chatter. “Do we really trust them to take
care of our case’s evidence?”


“Come now,” Bill says, transferring the remaining pile of
bags from his desk into one of the empty boxes on the floor. He bends down
slightly to drop two bags into one of the boxes and Susan catches sight of a
bald spot forming on the top of Bill’s head. 


“They’re great! They’ve helped us the whole time we’ve been
here. I have a Seattle story that will make you want to hug everyone before we leave.”


“Speak for yourself. They only helped me into a jail cell,”
Lane grumbles. 


Susan can’t help but smile as an officer walks by, giving
Lane a very pointed glare, then looks over at her and winks.


“Ah,” Bill says, nodding his head knowingly at the young
detective. “That’s because you need to work on your people skills.” 


Susan snorts, and Lane shoots her an accusatory glare. She
leans down into one of her drawers, obscuring her face. Face still in the
drawer, she asks, “What are the chances we find the person responsible for the
Texas attack at the church?”


The first two hospital attacks had been almost identical in
tactic and follow-through. Both hospitals had two attackers, loaded with
grenades, who managed an impressive amount of damage at both hospitals where
Seraphim were being housed. 


On the other hand, the Texas attack had been on a much, much
smaller scale. From what Doherty has sent, there only seems to be one
perpetrator. Evidence collected at the scene suggests that there were two pipe
bombs placed in close proximity of each other. The assailant took off before
detonation, so no suicides like the previous attacks.


In total, four people died. Two were hospital employees; the
other two victims were elderly patients, sharing the room where the bombs were
placed. The eldest of the two patients was their Seraphim. 


Once Susan, Bill, and Lane had settled into their seats on
the train to Good Faith Fellowship, Bill pulled out some of his files on the
hospital bombing to brief the team. They put their belongings on the nearby
chairs, keeping the area obnoxiously clear of strangers, but still Susan
couldn’t help nervously glancing around every minute or two.


Despite Susan’s initial hesitations, she couldn’t dispute
the likelihood that it was a Seraphim-related attack as the team reviewed the
case details. The non-Seraphim patient had been living in that room for weeks
before the attack, but it wasn’t until the Seraphim had been transported there
from his nursing home and placed in that room that the assailant struck. One of
the bombs was below the Seraphim’s bed. The second was set just inside the
entrance to the room; that one had killed the nurse and nursing assistant, who
were in the hallway when the bombs detonated. 


Blood had to be taken from what remained of the Seraphim to
positively identify him. At Susan’s suggestion, they go through his nursing
home records, but there’s nothing useful there. The staff who cared for him
only commented that he was a chatty man who liked to talk about old movies. None
of the nursing records showed that he had ever had any visitors. Susan imagines
him and his roommate debating the best John Wayne movie as the pipe bomb laid
silently beneath him. 


All three of them agree it’s quite likely that one of the
men, if not both, saw the person responsible for their deaths. Both of the
bombs had been concealed in such a manner that neither man would have seen the
bombs, though, unless they had been able to get out of bed. 



 


 

Bill offers his interpretation of the crime scene breakdown:
The bombs were placed after the doctor’s rounds had been made to decrease the
chance of discovery.


“So when were they set off?” Lane asks, his voice a raspy
whisper.


“We know phone shrapnel was found inside both bombs.
Probably from a single phone call, but if not they were at least the same
caller, right?” Susan and Lane nod. “So I figure they were ignited with some
time to spare before the next rounds were to begin. This place didn’t have as
many cameras as the other two hospitals, so we can’t really know—”


“Isn’t it the biggest of the three?” Lane interrupts. “Why
would it have fewer cameras?”


“Fewer working security
cameras.” Bill says. “Half the place is filled with fakes. There’s a decent
monitoring system for the main entrances and emergency waiting room, but our
guys were in a pretty new building away from the main entrance. Have you guys
seen the security footage we have?”


“It’s not usable,” Lane says. 


“He’s right,” Susan agrees. “I’ve been through all the
footage. All I’ve seen are poorly angled cameras that show the tops of peoples’
heads.”


“Well, that’s about all we’ve got,” Bill says, combing his
fingers through his hair to better cover the thin spot on top. 


Reports had shown that the camera pointed in perfect view of
the employee entrance was a dummy camera, initially giving Susan a good feeling
that they found the entrance that their suspect most likely had used.



 

Lane reiterates the suspicion a few more times through their
discussion, complaining again about the tapes. Susan hadn’t particularly
enjoyed milling over hours of footage during their train ride that crossed
several states offering much more enjoyable views, but she wasn’t dumb enough
to make it so glaringly obvious. Yes, their suspect could have used the
employee entrance, but a code was required outside the door in order to gain
access, and when asked, every employee working that day denied letting a
stranger inside. Susan had made sure Lane heard their denials since he is the
only Veritatis on her tiny team. Their theory could still be correct, but that
relies heavily on the assumption that either the nurse or the nurse’s assistant
who died in the explosion had let the killer inside. Susan didn’t like to dwell
on that possibility and how astronomically unlucky the victim would have been
that day. 


“Maybe the bomber knew the code,” Lane brings up after
they’ve gone over the employee entrance door yet again. 


“That would mean our profile’s totally wrong, then,” Bill
says. “None of the other attackers did any sort of work like that. They just
burst in, found the new patients, and then boom.”


“It could still be possible,” Lane says.


If this suspect didn’t fit any of their previous profiles,
it would mean this attack very likely had nothing to do with the others. Susan
fantasizes about this possibility briefly, but it doesn’t last. “No. The bomb
placements beneath the bed show that the perpetrator intended to kill the
Seraphim victim. The other guy and the hospital staff were just bystanders. The
Texas perpetrator is definitely not like the others, but it has to all be
related.” If not, Susan thinks to herself, than that would mean that there’s
more than just one group out there targeting Seraphim and none of them want to
dwell on that possibility.



 


 


 

It takes a day for the team to arrive at Good Faith
Fellowship’s door. The train’s sleeping accommodations had been decent enough
to give the three the rest needed to kick off the next stretch of their
investigation. Besides needing a good dry shampoo to freshen up her hair from
the sleep she got the night before, Susan felt ready to tackle the
reconnaissance on the church.


“Remember,” she tells Lane when they’re a block from the
church, “leg work, even the boring, going-cross-eyed-over-surveillance stuff,
is part of our job.” His inexperience has her worried. Once they had gotten off
of the train, Lane had tossed out the idea that maybe they shouldn’t sit on the
church today and instead go straight into questioning people around town. It
had once again made her wonder if Ash would’ve been a better fit. At least he
excelled at the tougher parts of the job.


The church, from the street front, is a classic brick
chapel. It could have been a standalone structure erected over a hundred years
ago with its steeply-pitched roof and tall, narrow windows. The overly large,
carved front door stands out from the building being made of a dark-looking
wood. The stained glassed windows which run down the sides of the chapel depict
Jesus at various ages. In the rear, the classic chapel butts up to a modern,
metal extension that juts out several hundred feet to no doubt cater to a
growing congregation. 


They spend Saturday examining the church for all points of
entry. Most of the cameras, it seems, aren’t functional. Doherty wouldn’t mind
a minor breaking and entering as long as it turned out useful information and
so long as they didn’t get caught. After getting some rest, they decide to
attend Sunday’s early service before making their presence known to the church
staff As they listen to the Pastor O’Leary speak about loss and trusting in the
Lord, Susan prepares her questions quietly in the back row.


The Pastor looks to be in his mid-thirties with the
beginnings of a belly that Susan’s used to seeing in men of the gospel
protruding just enough to be seen in his robe. After the service, they wait for
the majority of the congregation to clear out. Bill and Lane speak to the few
remaining members of the congregation, as Susan waits. Pastor O’Leary was
stopped just off of the podium by some congregants, and Susan doesn’t approach
until he’s shaking their hands bye.


She quickly introduces herself, pulling out her badge. When
she hands him the photograph of two of their known suicide bombers, O’Leary
stops, his attention no longer on pleasantries. Right away, he tells her that
he’s only been at Good Faith for a short time, replacing the normal pastor
while he and some of the congregation are out on a mission trip. 


“I’d still like to have a word,” Susan says. “This
picture—”


“Let’s go in the back,” Pastor O’Leary interrupts, nodding.
“I think we need some place quiet to talk.” He points toward the annex in the
back of the chapel.


Susan looks around, spotting Lane. He’s speaking to an older
couple with matching salt and pepper hair, the woman holding Lane’s picture of the
bombers. Bill is nowhere in sight. She waits until Lane is turned toward her,
giving a quick wave to catch his attention. She gives him a smile, glad to see
that he’s actually interviewing, and makes sure that he can see her follow the
pastor across the room and into the church’s back hallway. 


The pastor leads Susan to his office. She notices a small
camera pointed at his office from the outside, but once he shuts the door, it
appears that they’re alone. She scans the room quickly. No chairs are available
in the small space. Even his desk chair is filled with cardboard boxes filled
of modest possessions. All of the walls are bare, but one containing framed
photographs from various locations where impoverishment is rampant judging by
the shacks in the background of the faces smiling for the camera. There are
some depicting newly constructed churches and schools of modest size. 


She turns her attention back to Pastor O’Leary as he
apologizes, telling her that he’s still picking up Pastor Dave’s things. The
truth to the matter, he informs her, is that Pastor Dave had left for what
should have been a simple mission trip but hasn’t returned. When O’Leary was
finally brought in, he says, there had already been a missing person’s report
filed with the police. 


“I’ll give you the same information I gave the last
detective on Dave,” he says, pulling a box from the chair with great
difficulty. 


 Susan goes to
the box closest to her and rummages through the top of it containing Christian
book titles and more photographs of past mission trips of Pastor Dave’s. When
O’Leary gets back up from setting the box on the ground she stops. “This isn’t
really about the old pastor. I can follow up with the detective working his
missing person’s case. If he has any information I care share with you, I will.
But—” she points to the photograph she gave O’Leary in the chapel that he
now has on his desk. The bombers’ faces smile up at her. “These two are the
ones I want to know about.”


“She, the detective on Dave’s missing person case was a
woman,” the pastor says, joining her to look at the photo. “And like I told
her, those two were part of the mission trip with Pastor Dave. I did have a
picture that ran in the local newspaper of the entire group. I’d show you, but
it disappeared after that last detective looked at it.” 


He tucks his arms in under his robe, a position he must take
often. Susan takes her notepad out, sliding the photo into the back of it. She
takes her time turning to a blank page, allowing herself to collect her thoughts
on Pastor O’Leary, the previous pastor, the known bombers, and the female
detective who got here before them, asking about the same individuals.


When she lifts her head, the pastor has one arm out of his
robe. He’s grasping a tiny key that barely juts out from between his fingers in
a metal sheen. The office door behind Susan opens unexpectedly. Caught off
guard with her pen in hand, she swivels around to face the door, clutching her
pen like a dagger.


A woman pokes her head inside the office, her tall bun
entering the room first so that Susan has a second to lower her defensive
stance. The woman chirps a breezy, “Excuse me,” exchanging looks with Susan.
The woman’s pink eye makeup is excessive, her lip gloss just recently
reapplied. Susan doesn’t know whether to stare at her face or at the bun. 


 “Yes, June?”
O’Leary asks. When Susan turns back, the key’s no longer visible. He moves some
of the knickknacks by the computer on his desk into one of the boxes as if he
had been picking up this whole time.


“I, umm…” she looks over at Susan uncertainly. 


“Oh, beg your pardon,” the pastor says as he notices the two
women sizing each other up.


“June, this is Detective Fields. She’s asking about the
church’s mission trip.”


June perks up, giving Susan a toothy smile. “Oh! I hope you
have more information than the last lady.”


Susan returns the smile, perhaps not as convincing. “I’m
hoping to get answers to everyone’s questions.”


“That’s good, ’cause it took a year from this congregation
to scrape together the funds for—”


“June.” O’Leary interrupts. “Did you need me for something?”



Her features soften when she addresses O’Leary. “Reminding
you of your lunch date is all.”


“Thank you, June. We won’t be much longer.”


He waits for her to shut the door before pulling out the key
again and unlocking a drawer in the desk. He pulls out a stack of materials. “I
made copies of everything except that picture I was telling you about before I
gave them to that other detective.” 


Susan rifles through the stack. “Does this have the members
on that mission trip’s next of kin?”


“It’s got the names of our members who went, what little
information he left behind about the trip, and a list of his contacts. There
are some snapshots from inside the church as well.”


Susan thumbs through the last half of the sheets, stopping
before she gets to the end. “No next of kin.”


“No next of kin,” he repeats, locking the drawer. The hand
holding the tiny key disappears inside his robe and returns empty. He pulls his
robe off, a gentle heat hitting Susan from across the desk. He absentmindedly
attempts to smooth the shoulders of his shirt, the indentation of the robe
still visible. 


“I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” he says, giving up
on the wrinkles. “I have a lunch date with an elderly member of the church, and
I can’t be late or I’ll hear about it for the entirety of my lunch.”


“We could look over your members’ information while you’re
at lunch. If we find anything helpful, we can have it out for you to go over by
the time you return.” Not to mention Susan still has a list of questions to
ask.


He lifts his chin. “Do you have a warrant?”


Susan gives him a sweet smile, hiding her surprise. “This
doesn’t require a warrant. We’re only locating everyone’s families. Wouldn’t
you want to know if one of your loved ones was missing?”


O’Leary lets out a deep breath, and she thinks he’s going to
agree, but then he walks to the door, looking for her to follow. “You can check
out those copies I gave you while I’m out, but without a warrant I can’t permit
any more.” As he opens the door, June, waiting on the other side, steps away
and throws her purse over her shoulder hastily. He eyes her movements as
suspiciously as Susan does. “And where are you going?” he asks her.


She smiles, “You’re going to want someone with you. This
particular member has been known to have lunches with Pastor Dave that would
last until nightfall. If I’m there, I think I can get you out before sundown.” 


“I think I’ll be fine,” he tells her.


“Pastor Dave thought the same thing.” 


“Fine,” O’Leary concedes. 


Once outside, Pastor O’Leary walks Susan out to her car as
June stops to lock up the building. He checks June’s distance as they cross the
street to the parking lot where Lane is waiting. Apparently satisfied, he turns
to Susan. “Be here in two hours and I might have something for you.” 


June bounces over, her hair stiff and steadfast in the
breeze. Susan shakes her hand bye, spouting a, “Nice to meet you” to the both
of them.


She climbs in the car where Lane has already ducked in
behind the driver’s seat. Bill walks out a few minutes later from around the
other side of the church where the smaller, private parking lot is located. The
early bird definitely gets the worm here. 


Once they’re all inside of the rental car, the team takes
turns reviewing what little information they have gathered. None of them
received the vital information they were searching for, a link between the
bombers of Good Faith Fellowship and any suspicious activities or
terrorist-related groups. Besides the obviously fake mission trip, every bomber
apparently had a normal life, and none had a criminal history.


Again, Susan wonders what all is in those boxes of Pastor
Dave’s. It would be nice to take a look without the scrupulous eye of O’Leary
watching her. Although they’d determined that the outside cameras weren’t
functional, the one Susan had spotted outside of O’Leary’s office could be an
issue. But none of it will matter if O’Leary actually has something useful to share.



 


 

“Has it already been two hours?” O’Leary asks when he walks
up to Susan, who waits patiently by the side entrance. 


“It’s beautiful outside,” she says truthfully, adjusting the
strap of her oversized purse on her shoulder. “Getting back early meant I could
enjoy it.”


“Well, I won’t stand in the way,” O’Leary says, unlocking
the church doors. “This will be quick.” He holds a door open for Susan to enter
first.


“If this is you telling me that you don’t have anything that
could help my investigation, than why did I have to wait two hours?”


“I needed fewer ears,” he says simply. 


They get to his office again. The door which leads to the
back offices is now closed, and for the first time, Susan sees the intricate
locks above the doorknob, all of which O’Leary has to unlock.


“Did Pastor Dave have those installed?” she asks as the door
finally opens.


“No,” he says, having to jiggle the key out of the last
lock. “June did after the last detective came round. That’s why I didn’t want
her piddling about while we spoke. She says the break-in has to do with the
seven missing persons who never made it back from the mission trip.”


Susan takes her notepad out. “So there was Pastor Dave and
six others with him?”


“Yes. From what they’ve told me, originally there were nine
that left on the trip, but two returned, a married couple. And no,” he says
before she can get the words out, “they aren’t part of the church anymore, and
I don’t have their contact information. They moved quite suddenly after
returning. I wasn’t here yet, but from what June has told me it made the whole
situation quite suspicious.”


“You had a break-in?”


His forehead creases into a serious stare. “We sure did. It
happened the night after the first detective asked me about that picture.” He
looks her over carefully, his eyes still fixed on hers as he cautiously says,
“Will my office be broken into tonight once you’ve left?”


Susan’s mouth gapes at the insinuation as if breaking in had
never crossed her mind. “You think it was the detective who broke in?”


“I know she did.” He walks behind his desk and takes the
first two bibles from his stack before picking up the third. It’s been hollowed
out in the center, a small storage space carved into the pages. He pulls out a
thumb drive and sets the carved-out bible down on his desk, still open. “Pastor
Dave did install that camera outside the office, though. Did you look at the
snapshots that I put at the bottom of the stack I gave you?”


Susan pulls the sleek faux-leather bag from her shoulder
that doubles as her briefcase, and triples as her extra firearm holster. She
removes everything Pastor O’Leary had given her so that the bag is only half as
heavy. Bill, Lane, and Susan had already taken pictures on their phones in case
O’Leary demanded that she give it back. 


“I didn’t see anything that jumped out at me,” she admits,
pulling the snapshots out. “I couldn’t find anyone that you’ve showed me who’s
linked to the mission trip.”


“Be straight with me,” the pastor tells her. It’s a phrase
he may use often in his line of work, but Susan bets that she uses it a whole
lot more. “Did you know that there was a detective here before you?”


He’s perceptive, Susan gives him that. She knows she had her
best detective face on, better than any poker face. She was going to get around
to asking about her, but he’s beat her to it. 


“It’s normal to have multiple investigators in a case like
this.” O’Leary begins to frown at her, his eyes glancing at the thumb drive in
his hand. “But,” Susan adds, “I had no idea someone had already made contact
with you. I couldn’t even tell you who it could have been. In a town this size,
I would think that you would have known the detective if she had been local.”


Pastor O’Leary, satisfied by her answer, he inserts the
thumb drive into his desktop. He rolls the mouse around on a mousepad that has WWJD printed in black, scrolling cursive
letters, and the large screen beams to life. 


Susan opens the front door of Good Faith Fellowship with
such a force that it slams against the side of the building, leaving a tiny
knick in the wood frame. 


June will no doubt have a field day later on when she
watches the exterior cameras that Susan and her team had mistakenly thought
were inoperable. She will take Pastor O’Leary to the door and show him the mark
Susan left on their antique structure. O’Leary will then use his thumbnail to
scrap the paint from the metal handle of the door, commenting that their house
of worship must have a sprawling history of helping law enforcement based on
all of the chips and divots on nearly all the doors and window frames. June
will then complain that the paint will have to be redone. Pastor O’Leary will
agree, mentioning that her deep blue nail polish as a nice color to bequeath on
the wood in its next layer of life. He will tell her that the change to the
exterior of the church will match the positive changes he hopes to impart on
the souls within. The next day, June will have paint sample palettes in all of
the shades of blue for the church board to vote on. 


When he sees Susan coming, Bill jumps from the car as Lane
grumbles from the passenger seat, “This can’t be good.”


Bill’s hand reaches for the service pistol on his hip. He
calls across the parking lot, “You alright?”


“We need to go,” she tells him anxiously as she jogs across
the street. 


Lane moves into the backseat, allowing Susan to take her
spot in the copilot seat beside Bill. 


Bill gets back in the car as Susan swings open the passenger
door. “What did he tell you?”


“He gave me these.” She hands Bill one photograph and gives
Lane the rest of what O’Leary had given her before his lunch date and the list
of church members who left on the mission trip.


 “Seven names,”
Lane states, reading the first page of what she’s handed him. “Great,” he says,
getting his energy back. “We have their names, so now we can start searching
for the ones on the list we don’t already know are dead.”


“The couple with the same last name came back before the
attacks took place and moved out of town,” she tells them. “I think they
realized what they were getting into and chickened out. They need to be
questioned. The only hang-up is that the church has no further contact
information for them beyond their old address.”


“I’ll send their names to headquarters,” Lane offers.


Bill is still examining what he was handed. “And this is…?”


“That is from the church’s surveillance—which works,
by the way—showing the detective who came by asking about the pastor’s
missing person’s report. Lane has the surveillance photos of the three of us
walking around the building Saturday night.”


“Would you look at that,” Lane says from the backseat,
holding up the picture O’Leary had given Susan with an overly satisfied chuckle
at her expense. “We look like perps,” Lane says cheerily.


“I agree. Lucky for us, he believes we’re real detectives so
he isn’t going to give that to the police.”


Bill shakes his head, handing the photo back to Susan and
pulling the car keys from his pocket. “Do you want to email that to Doherty or
should I?”


“You can drive,” Susan instructs. “I’ll send him this one
myself.”


From the backseat Lane asks, “Why is that one so important?”


She hands the photo from the surveillance footage over her
head back to him. “The woman you see there isn’t a detective,” she tells Lane
as Bill puts the car in gear. “That’s William McBride’s sister, Catherine.”
Susan turns in her seat. “And do you see what she’s holding?”


Lane can make out the rectangle in her hand. “Is that a
picture?”


 “Precisely,”
Susan says, plopping back down in her seat. “It’s the photograph we have of the
bombing suspects standing in front of the church.”


Bill pulls out of the parking lot, heading back toward their
hotel. “Are we thinking she was the one who got that photo in the hands of that
reporter?”


Susan nods. “Yes we are.”


Lane squints at the photo again. “So what’s our next move?”


“We follow her,” Susan answers.


Lane gives up the photo to Susan. “How do you know where
she’s going?”


“Simple,” she says, drawing her breath out so that Lane
might squirm a little. “O’Leary told her where the group was supposed to meet
others who were joining them on the mission trip, and” she passes him another
still photo, “we know what she’s driving.”


The brown sedan is unimpressive shown sitting in the parking
lot of the church. “The picture’s a still from the church’s security camera.
O’Leary said that’s what she’s driving.”


Susan plays with the button on her door, putting enough
pressure on it for the button to give but not so much as to engage the
mechanism inside the door. “You can ask her that once we’ve caught up with
her.”











Chapter 7




A familiar voice echoes down the hall to my room. The laugh
that trails it is undeniably familiar. When the laughter gets close, I call
out, “Hey Baldy, is that you?” 


The laughter stops abruptly, and the partially closed door
to my room opens. Bryant strides into the room, tall and strong with a natural
upwards curl at the corners of his mouth. I met Bryant after becoming a student
at The Southern Academy. He, along with Dillon and Ben, are among the Seraphim
security working for my uncle. 


“Welcome back to the land of the living,” he rushes over,
perhaps not expecting to find me sitting up in bed. 


I laugh, which causes my hand to snap up protectively to
cover my collarbone. The medicine isn’t enough to alleviate the pain; it only
reduces it. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts,” I whine. 


The light from the fluorescent bulbs reflects off the top of
his smooth head. “It should. You have a fractured clavicle, bleeding on the
brain, a fractured foot, and one ugly mug,” he adds. “Seriously though,” he
says, gesturing towards my face, “I don’t think you got enough beauty sleep.”


I struggle not to laugh again, resorting to a light that
chuckle. My collarbone lets me know that even that is too much, so I try
soothing it with my only free hand. I know I look like a mess as much as I feel
like one. I have one arm in a sling to help with the collarbone, a cast on the
lower half of my leg that’s big enough to make any self-conscious teen wince,
and a catheter connected to a bag hanging off my bed. My nurse was nice enough
to cover it with a towel so everyone who entered my room wouldn’t have to be
visually offended by my pee.


Bryant drops into the chair beside my bed with the ease of
an old friend. “You should try a moisturizer. Maybe that would help.”


I’ve rarely see Bryant alone like this. Most of the time
he’s within arm’s reach of Ben or Dillon, or both. It was my weak friendship
with the three of them that got me my spot in the raid party. The three of them
along with a fourth security guard, Tony, made up Delta team. They were the
last team to be called in if things went sideways, and things went totally
sideways. Even when we showed up, things continued to go wrong. 


It was Bryant and Ben who watched Tony get shot by Rogues
inside the first building we reached. Dillon Weston and I had been stuck
outside, sniper fire bearing down on us. Tony’s death will be one of many
things from that day that I will never forget. Bryant’s bright eyes show no
signs of scars being carried from the raid but I know it affected him, Ben, and
Dillon even deeper than it did me. 


I continue to hold my aching collarbone, knowing it won’t be
safe from the risk of laugher until he’s gone. “What are you doing at the
hospital? These doctors are good, but they can’t fix what’s wrong with you,” I
counter.


“Ben and I dropped off some Dynamar kids from the school who
aren’t doing so hot.”


“The ones who’re having migraines?”


“One in the same. If you ask me,” he says, lowering his
voice. “It’s a united effort to get out of going to class.” He reclines in the
chair, returning to his normal volume. “It’s a good one too. One of them went
as far as to puke on the ride here. Talk about giving it a hundred and ten
percent.”


I scrunch my nose at the thought. “That’s gross. So where is
Ben? Has he already found a cute nurse to hit on?” 


Ben, was usually the one in the group breaking the rule of
no fraternization with students, specifically female students. He was
constantly flirting with the senior girls. If I hadn’t had my eye on Dillon,
whose natural charisma had me enthralled from the first time I laid eyes on
him, I might have been one of Ben’s groupies too.


“Nope, Ben drew the short straw. He’s cleaning the puke out
of the van.”


“And Dillon?”


Bryant’s aware that I’m fond of Dillon. He also knows that
if he were to call me out on it, I would deny it. 


“Our dear friend, Mr. Weston, is laying low since the enemy
is still out there, to some extent.” 


I nod as I think about how right he is. “Is he still working
at the school?”


Bryant scratches his chin as if he has to think about it as
he sits up in the chair. It creaks in protest from the shift in weight. “Possibly,”
the chair gives one last creak as he moves to the edge before getting up. “I
better go check on Ben,” he says with a growing look of concern. “He’s been
alone too long.”


Such a look doesn’t compliment his features. Bryant’s
unusual mood change has me thinking that he might be hiding something. I want
to ask if Dillon’s alright, but it’s clear that Bryant doesn’t want to talk
about it. 


I put on a happy face. “Ben is already up to no good. I’m
sure of it.”


To my relief, Bryant’s easy smile resurfaces. “No doubt.”
With a quick nod he says, “I’ll see you around,” as he turns to head for the
door.


“Hey, wait a second. How did you know about my injuries? You
been reading my chart?”


“Karen told me,” he states. “She’s been keeping us company
over at the school.”


I try my best to appear annoyed. “Haven’t you two heard of
patient privacy?” 


“Take that up with Karen,” he says over his shoulder,
leaving the door wide open as he walks out.



 


 


 

Forty-eight hours out of my coma, and my CT scan shows that
my noggin is all good. The doctors are happy enough with the results that I’m
allowed out of my bed once I’ve been shown how to use a leg caddy. Because of
my fractured collarbone, I can’t even use crutches. They have already informed
me that I’m not allowed to leave this floor of the hospital, but I can
half-walk, half-roll up and down the halls as much as I want in order to regain
my strength. 


For my first excursion, I roll out of my room and head
toward my father’s. I hear him snoring before I’ve entered the room. The lights
are out when I crack the door open, so I don’t even bother to go inside. 


Since the grenade attack, we’re in a different section of
the hospital than they’d placed our people at first. I’m not even sure how much
of the first wing is still standing. Here, every window I’ve seen since waking
up has been covered with thick, honeycomb blinds.


I think back to the last time I sat at the window outside my
father’s room, and I look around carefully before I lift the blinds. A dark
screen covers the outside of the window that would make it difficult for anyone
outside to see in even if the blinds weren’t there. 


From this viewpoint, I can look over the side of the
building and see the window I had initially peered out after the raid where I
had watched a group of younger students from the school being brought in. The
window is blown out now. It has a plastic shoot running out of it that ends at
the large dumpster on the side of the building. A movement of something hitting
the inside of the shoot at the top leads down to the half-full dumpster where
broken sections of drywall drop out. 


“I heard you were doing better,” a voice says behind me.


I carefully turn my head. “Kelly!” I say too loudly, hurting
my collarbone.


I’m surprised by the relief I feel to see him towering over
me. I turn all the way around to face him, careful not to hit my cast against
the wall below the window as I do. “You look…,” I give him a quick head-to-toe
scan. His arm is covered in bandages, hiding the worst of the burns. He got
those from saving me, pushing me out of the way when Cassidy’s captors set off
an explosion. His visible wounds are slowly being replaced by scar tissue. He
has rolled up the sleeves on the robe that he is wearing over his hospital gown
as if to show off his battle wounds “You look good.”


He flexes in response giving me a light-hearted grin. “Are
you surprised?” 


I really don’t want to make my collarbone start aching bad
again, so I avert my eyes to keep from laughing. “I didn’t think third degree
burns could heal like that.”


He lifts his arm toward me, filling the space between us to
give me a better look. “You aren’t the only one freaked by my healing time.” He
appraises his arm with a satisfied glance. “Speaking of the unexpected,” he
says, dropping his arm, “we all thought you were a goner.” 


“Looks like we’re both walking miracles, then.” 


“Suppose so.” He looks down at the cast on my leg, which is
sticking out from the leg caddy. “You’ll be good as gold in no time.”


I roll my leg behind me acting like it’s more comfortable.
Really, it’s to keep my chubby toes that are dangling from the end of the cast
out of sight. My toenails have been neglected, and they will continue to be
until everything above my waist feels better.


“Have I missed a lot?”


Kelly’s face freezes. First Bryant, now Kelly. I’m going to
stop talking before long if everybody keeps acting like this when I open my
mouth. He turns to lean against the window next to me. He stares down the
hallway thoughtfully. I have to roll my leg around just so I can stand like
him, facing the hallway. 


His voice is deeper when he speaks. “Some of the prisoners
we got out didn’t make it.” 


Not knowing what to say, I just watch as he continues to
stare off. I didn’t know any of the people we saved other than my dad. A sad
smile plays on his lips as he says, “Boston has finally stopped talking about
his girlfriend.” 


Boston’s girlfriend, Zoey, wasn’t with him and his small
group of students when we met up during the raid. When we were in the van
leaving the basement I heard him mention her. Boston had said she was the
prettiest Dyna chick he knew and that he hoped she was in better shape than he was
after the raid. He had managed to make it out with only one gunshot wound to
the shoulder. If Zoey hadn’t made it to the hospital, it would mean that she’s
either dead or with the Rogues who escaped. I don’t know which would be worse.


“You’ll be happy to know that Lena is doing great.”


“Fabulous,” I say, sarcastically. 


At least he’s changed the subject. Lena had been one of the
prisoners we freed. Kelly and the others with him, who had attended the
aboveground school, had known her as a fellow student. They had all thought
that she had left the school weeks before the raid, but it turns out she had
been brought to the basement. 


Lena had been put through the ringer while she was down
there. Once she was freed, her nonstop rambling made the already-stressful
situation worse for me. I got stuck in the same vehicle as her when we left the
raid. All I could think about was my dad, who was on death’s doorstep, and her
babbling just made things worse. In retrospect, I’m rather proud of myself for
not strangling her right there in the van. 


“Is she still mumbling nonsense?” I ask, not very concerned
one way or the other.


“Nah, she’s fairly back to normal.”


I give him a speculative sideways glance. “Was she honestly
normal to begin with?”


“Yes,” he says, nodding his head along with the word. “She
was normal and smart.” When he sees me still looking at him in disbelief, he
adds, “For real. She’s around somewhere, talking to some detectives about her
Aunt Lia.”


Lia Heincliff had been the Rogue who Kelly had attacked in
the church parking lot after the raid was over. It’s funny how highly he’s
talking about Lena when I’ve seen firsthand how he feels about her aunt.


“I’ll take your word for it,” I tell him. 


The last thing I want to do is find myself in a closed space
with Lena again. Besides, in this state, I’m not sure I’d be able to walk away
if the urge to choke her arises. 


“Are you having headaches like the other Dynamar students
from your school?” I ask before he can suggest a visit.


“Not like the ones they brought in today,” he says, obliging
my change of topic. “You know Glensy is one of them?” 


Glensy, like Kelly, had been a student at the Rogue school.
He had been with Boston and Kelly when Delta team intercepted them. He had been
a part of the effort to extract prisoners in the basement too.


“I didn’t. Why do you think it’s happening?”


“Don’t know. They won’t have time to run any tests to find
out either, since we’re moving.”


“Moving?”


“You haven’t heard? I wasn’t supposed to say anything but I
figured…Well, Mitchell—” He looks over at me. “You remember Mitchell
Lanton, don’t you?” I nod. “Mitchell was in the meeting yesterday with your
uncle and his top guys. They agreed that we need to move. They’ve locked down a
hospital that’s better equipped to treat everyone’s injuries. You sure your
uncle didn’t tell you about any of this?”


I shrug, figuring it’s best not to tell him the real reason
Uncle Will has decided to move everyone. I’m lucky that Kelly’s a Dynamar, and
I don’t have to worry about lying in front of him like I would a Veritatis. 


“He was in my room when I regained consciousness,” I tell
him truthfully, “But then the nurse and then the doctor came rushing in. With
everything happening, it must have slipped his mind.”


He nods. “I can’t tell you much besides what little Mitch
told me. I’m betting we’ll be moved out soon though. I heard Mitch talking
about busses arriving tonight.”


“Busses?” I ask, hoping I misheard him. I hated riding the
school bus back when I was still living a normal life with my parents. When
Jake started getting picked up by his basketball buddies before school, I got
one of my friends on the track team to give me rides whenever possible. I hated
the bumpy, over-crowded bus ride to and from school.


Kelly doesn’t share my distaste. “My first kiss was on a
bus.”


“That’s sad,” I say. All the boys that rode my bus were
snotty nosed and covered in greasy, pimpled skin.


“Is not,” he says proudly. “She was hot,”


I laugh at him, but quietly, so as to lessen the hurt
radiating in my collarbone and to not draw unwanted attention from the Seraphim
walking the halls. “So were there any other blind kids on your bus, or was she
the only one?”


“Oh, hardy-har-har. You know, I was going to offer to save
you a seat in the back of the bus with us cool kids, but now I don’t think I
am.”


I stop laughing to look him square in the eye. With absolute
seriousness I ask him, “You think Lena would let me sit next to her?” 


He laughs, and even I indulge until my collarbone sends a
sharp twinge. Kelly glances down where my hand has somehow found its way to his
hand resting on the window sill. My pinky and ring finger are covering the tips
of his fingers. He raises his eyes to meet mine. My stomach starts to turn. I
jerk my hand away from his in an almost equally embarrassing spastic motion. 


He gives me a smile, but no acknowledgement. “I better go
check on Glensy. I gave him my bed until they get his migraine under control.
He’s probably locked himself in the bathroom by now to get away from Boston’s
jabber.” He pushes off the wall.


“Oh, okay.” 


I sit up on my leg caddy, but then I realize that if I leave
the window too, we will be going down the hall together. I opt to shuffle
around to face the window again so that my indecision isn’t obvious. “Well, if
you can find it in your heart to forgive me for the blind girlfriend joke, save
me a seat,” 


“I can probably do that,” he says as he departs, but after a
few paces, he turns suddenly. Walking backwards down the hall he says, “Hey,
uh, I’ll bring Boston by your room later if it’s cool. He’s been wanting to
hear about what happened in the basement from someone besides me or Glensy. He
thinks we’re exaggerating about the layout down there.”


“Sure. See ya.” I look back out the window.



 










Chapter 8




“Knock knock,” Boston calls from the hallway as he and I
walk into Taylor’s hospital room shortly after the dinner plates have been
picked up from the rooms.


“You decent?” I ask, before we’ve stepped deep enough into
the room for her bed to become.


“Come in,” Taylor says. She’s sitting on the left side of
her bed, closest to the door. Her legs are draped over the edge with her cast
propped up on the leg contraption next to her bed that they have her using to
move around with.


“Thanks for having us,” Boston says, sounding like we’re
here for a formal event and not to hang out in a tiny hospital room.


Taylor plays along, setting the television remote that she’s
holding down on the bed. “It’s my pleasure. Please,” she says, making a grand
gesture with her hands toward the couch, “have a seat.”


“I’ll take the couch,” I say quickly, moving around Boston.
“You can have the chair.”


Boston takes the chair on the right side of the bed without
a fight as I drop down onto the couch stretching my legs out. I have to set my
feet on the couch’s armrest to have the space I need to properly stretch.
Boston and I had just finished talking about how uncomfortable the couches are
compared to the fake, leather recliners they have in every room when Glensy
chose to move from my bed to the couch in an effort to find a spot comfortable
enough that it would allow him to sleep through the migraine he was having.


Taylor lifts her legs up onto her bed to face the both of us
on the right side of the room.


Boston looks up at the television hanging up on the wall at
the foot of Taylor’s bed. “You like this show?” he asks, sounding disgusted as
a skinny brunette in her forties makes a comment about an even older blonde
with dark roots’s boyfriend being thirty years her junior. The blonde erupts
tossing what champagne is left in her champagne flute into the brunette’s face.


“No,” Taylor says quickly, grabbing the remote. “I was just
flipping through the channels.”


Boston curls his lips in amusement, turning from the
television to look at Taylor. “You know I’m an Veritatis, right?”


Taylor changes the channel twice, pausing when Boston
informs her of his ability. Out the corner of her eye, she looks toward Boston
stopping when she sees me on the couch grinning from Boston catching her in a
lie. “Wasn’t there something you were wanting to talk to about?” she asks,
looking back at the television where the weather channel is displaying the
local forecast.


“As a matter of fact,” he says, perking up. “You could tell
me what that school of your uncle’s is like, can’t you.”


“Sure,” she says, glancing in my direction. I shrug at her,
not knowing what to say. I had told Taylor that Boston wanted her to tell him
about what happened in the basement during the raid.


“Good,” Boston chirps. “Glensy wouldn’t tell me anything
about it.”


I sit up propping an elbow under me. “What he means to say
is, Glensy could barely stand up straight when he got here thanks to the
migraine he got on the ride here from The Southern Academy. The only thing he
could do was groan when Boston tried talking to him.”


“He was being dramatic,” Boston moans. “He’s always
complained about any little headache like it was the end of the world. So,” he
says, leaning on the recliners armrest toward Taylor. “What’s it like over
there?”


I end up laying back on the couch to stare up at the ceiling
as Taylor begins describing the layout of her uncle’s school. The Southern
Academy is made up of buildings one through four. “It’s a big square,” she
says, telling us how the four multistoried buildings connect to the next at
either end, with the exception of buildings three and four where there’s a
covered walkway leading to the gym and cafeteria. A large courtyard is in the
middle of the buildings where it’s divided in half by another covered walkway
that connects building one to building three. 


Behind the gymnasium is the track and field. Behind that is
student housing. Taylor explains that to help stop guys and girls from
“mingling after class” as she puts it, they have female housing on the east
edge and male housing on the west. They’ face each other, but are several
hundred yards apart with security constantly walking the area. 


As much as I was looking forward to hearing Taylor tell
Boston about how I saved her in the basement, hearing her talk about the school
is pretty nice. I don’t know if it is having a cute girl like Taylor to talk to
or if Boston’s tired of talking about the raid, because he says nothing about
out old school. I listen intently imaging what our futures will hold at The
Southern Academy.



 


 


 


 

 “Hey, Kelly,”
Mitch says, walking into Boston and mine’s room. Mitch takes a look at Glensy,
who’s passed out on the couch. “The bus is here,” he says casually. He looks
back out into the hall in the direction where he normally stands watch when he
takes his turn working as unmarked security for our hallway. “You and Boston
want to come with me downstairs?” he asks, looking back in our room. “We’re
about to begin loading.” 


We’ve been stuck on the same floor of the hospital since the
grenades. Everyone’s been itching to go outside for weeks; Boston and I are no
exception. 


None of us bother waking Glensy. He’s waiting on another
dose of nausea medication before we leave. The doctors have said they aren’t
sure why some of the students extracted from the Rogue school during the raid
are suffering from migraines, but they are treating their symptoms as best they
can. 


I grab the shirt and sweat pants out from the cabinet that
Mitch brought me for when I got to leave. Boston’s already got his shorts on
under his hospital gown, so I toss him his shirt before carefully pulling my
gown off without touching any of the bandages covering my arms and shoulders.
I’ve already cut slits in the short sleeves of my shirt under my armpits to
allow more room for the bandages covering my burns. 


Mitch pauses each of the three times we pass one of the
large, and clearly Dynamar, men standing watch over the Seraphim section of the
hospital. “It’s time,” he tells each of them before continuing on his way as
the first heads to the nurse’s station and the second toward the north end of
hallway. It isn’t until we are almost outside that I realize the third, and
shortest of the Dynamar Mitch spoke to is still following us at a distance.


Instead of the bus Taylor and I talked about, a big,
spacious tour bus is parked under the covering. Two of McBride’s guys are
sweeping the underside of the bus with large mirrors attached to long poles so
that they don’t have to get down on hands and knees to inspect the
undercarriage. The Dyna who’s been following us joins the guy with the pole
mirror who is checking under the engine.


“Sweet,” Boston says, walking up the stairs leading inside
the bus. “Does it have a bathroom in the back?” 


Mitch follows shortly behind him, hopping up the stairs.
“I’m sure it does.”


Boston picks a seat that’s three-quarters of the way back
while Mitch and I give the interior a once-over before walking down the aisle. 


Mitch repeatedly squats down, peering beneath the seats as
we walk down the aisle. “What are you doing?” I ask him. 


“Checking,” he says, standing up to take a couple steps
before doing it again.


“For what?” I ask.


He kneels down and looks under the next row of seats.
“Anything,” he says from beneath it.


I look over at Boston, who’s bent upside-down, peering under
his seat. “All clear,” he calls up. Inspection complete, Boston props himself
against the window and closes his eyes.


“You aren’t going to help us check under everything else?”


He barely opens one eye to look at me. “You got this.”


“Thanks, pal,” I grumble. 


I help Mitchell check every nook and cranny for anything
unusual. 


Boston hears me walking back to his row, and he readjusts
the arm below his head. “Nothing ticking?” He asks.


If I had anything in my pockets to throw at him, I would.
Instead, I plop down beside him in the seat next to the aisle. “It’s all
clear.”


I’ll have to grab seats for Taylor and Glensy before
everyone else starts pilling in. What’s waiting for us outside isn’t a school
bus, like Taylor and I had imaged.


I grab one of the blankets folded up nice and neat in first
row behind the driver’s seat and drape it over the seat behind me, saving it
for Taylor. It should give her room to stick her leg out in the aisle.
Hopefully, we’re far back enough that she won’t trip anyone or get her leg
busted even more. 


We wait until Seraphim start emerging from the hospital,
chatting anxiously outside the entrance. 


Glensy and some of our other Dyna classmates load up first.
After they file in, people from my floor who have been in the hospital since
the raid are next. Most are wearing hospital gowns over pajama pants. 


The more serious the injuries, the closer to the front Mitch
and the other Seraphim security helping patients up the stairs are instructing
them to sit. Mitch announces over and over that the front row is reserved for
the nurses. 


Lena is told to sit closer to the front. I’m pretty sure
it’s not because she’s wounded, but because they want to keep an eye on her.
She’s looking closer to her old appearance-conscious self with her hair slicked
back in a tight ponytail, and her behavior has improved, but obviously not
enough for them to consider her a loose cannon. I don’t blame them. I’m pretty
it’s been her that I’ve heard screaming a few times. It’s always been at night
so she could just be having nightmares like the rest of us, but she could have
just as easily been going off on hospital staff.


Glensy and another girl, Tia, who came in from McBride’s
school having migraines take the set of seats across the aisle from Boston and
me. Glensy leans back in the aisle seat and closes his eyes, but his brows
still pinch together, his expression pained. 


“You feeling okay?” I ask Glensy.


Tia curls up in the opposite direction, bringing her head to
her knees and wrapping her arms around her shins.


“I will be once the medicine kicks in.”


Boston mumbles sleepily beside me, “Pill’ll take half an
hour at least.”


“What’d he say?” Glensy asks without moving his head.


I look over at Boston, but he just mumbles again. I’m not
telling Glensy that he’s going to be miserable for another thirty minutes. 


“I couldn’t make it out,” I lie. Glensy moves his arm over
his eyes to block out the light.


“Liar,” Boston whispers to the window.


Tia suddenly jumps up, and Glensy flinches. She looks around
wildly, her mouth pinched shut. Her dark hair is sticking to the sweat on her
forehead. Glensy, reading her expression, points behind us. “The bathroom, Tia,
go to the bathroom!” 


Boston sits up to see what’s going on as Glensy pulls his
long legs out of the way. Tia scurries to the toilet, kicking the door shut
behind her. 


I turn to stare out the window. Taylor still hasn’t shown
up. 


When one of the Dyna loading patients with Mitch announces
that we are waiting on one patient, I relax. Boston and I had kept Taylor up
late last night asking her about her uncle’s school. Boston’s bullet wound and
my burns kept us from being allowed to go with the rest of our peers to The
Southern Academy after Mr. McBride got approval from his staff and the parents
of his current students to allow the students saved from the Rogue school who
had nowhere else to go.


The last patient, a girl who looks to be no more than five
or six years old, emerges from the hospital. I keep waiting for the hospital
door to reopen and for Taylor to blame her tardiness on that goofy leg
contraption they’ve got her using, but the door remains shut. 


I look over the tops of the heads in front of me. Her buddy
Jake isn’t on the bus either. I had heard him outside my room last night, after
Boston and I had returned, still preoccupied by thoughts of Anne. From what I
heard, it seemed like he was trying to talk someone out of bringing him to the
hospital’s shrink. For the short time I knew him at school, he was distant
towards everyone, students and teachers alike, and that was before the raid, so
now post-raid I’d say he ranks right up there with Lena for needing some kind
of shrink intervention. 


I wonder if maybe something happened to Taylor’s old man, or
perhaps she’s doing worse today and they’re keeping Jake with her; after her
parents, he’s the closest thing to family. At least, that’s what she’s told me.
Before we all landed in the hospital, I’d only seen the guy when we rescued him
in the basement. Taylor had pulled him into a tight hug, his arms dangling
limply by his side. He’d barely talked. But I’ve seen her dad go into Jake’s
room more than once; if there’s something wrong with any of them, it might
explain Taylor and Jake’s absence.


The little girl’s eyes are big as she takes in the bus. The
nurse holding the little girl’s hand carefully holds up a bag full of
intravenous fluids in the other hand as they get to the bus. It takes a good
five seconds longer than all of the previous patients for me to see the tops of
their heads pop up inside of the bus. When they step into the aisle the little
girl’s cheeks are flushed from the effort it took to climb the three bus steps.
It’s sad seeing a kid her age look so sickly. She should be running around
playing, not hooked up to bags of fluids barely able to climb up a few stairs.
I was climbing trees taller than houses when I was her age. 


The identification badge clipped to the nurse’s scrubs has a
teal star on it, large enough to be visible this far back. I learned from one
of the nursing assistants who frequented my room that each department has a
different colored star. I remember, or at least I’m pretty certain, that the
teal star represents the pediatric wing. 


The nurse doesn’t leave once the child is seated at the very
front row of the right of the bus. Instead, I cock my head to the side to look
around all of the patients sitting between the first row and me to watch her
take a seat beside where the little girl’s head vanished as she sat down.
Vernon, who’s sharp nose makes him look more like a bird than a man is the only
other nurse who also took a seat next to a patient. He’s on the left side, a
couple rows back from them. Vernon was the one who treated my burns during my
first days in the hospital. Everything having to do with my burns has been
pretty painful, but Vernon did a good job keeping my mind off of the pain
talking to me nonstop as he worked. It was made enough of a difference that I
try to talk to every nurse that’s treated my wounds since, even those who don’t
talk otherwise. Vernon told me that his family had lived in and moved out of
Aurora long before Rogues began scaring residents away. 


“She’s terminal,” Boston says in a low voice. I hadn’t
realized he was up, but I see that he’s watching the girl get settled as well. “She’s
one of the kids taken out from underground. She was on the floor above us in
the hospital.” 


Once again, Boston’s at the forefront of the information
mill. I struggle to remember, but I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen the kid
before. “How do you know?” I ask. “She looks fine to me.”


“She told me.”


I don’t say anything for a moment. “You said that she was a
floor up from ours.” Boston gives me a blank stare. I try to keep my voice even
and quiet. “Boston, we weren’t allowed to leave our floor. Ever.” 


He shrugs. “No one stopped me. Besides, you were sleeping
all the time. What was I supposed to do, just lay there?” 


I didn’t care what he was doing, but they didn’t want us
wondering around for good reason. The two men who blew up themselves weren’t
after the regular patients they were after Seraphim. I heard one of them
shouting about us being abominations before the first grenade went off. Boston
knows that the strict confines were for our safety. 


I decide not to bother pushing it further. “So, what’s wrong
with her?”


“Her kidneys or liver or something isn’t working right. She
got really sad when it came up, so I didn’t ask about it. We mostly talked
about how lucky we were to make it out, how nice it was to have windows to look
out of—crap like that. Like me, she never knew her mom, and she didn’t
really seem to know what her dad did. She just said that he worked a lot and
didn’t get to see her a lot while she was under the school.”


“She was allowed to have visitors?” I ask, not sure that I
heard him right.


“Yeah,” Boston says sounding equally surprised by it as I
am. “She wasn’t down there against her will like Lena and the others. She was
being treated.”


“She must not be a Veritatis,” I say, moving around in my
seat trying to get comfortable. “Or else she would have known you were never in
the basement.” 


Boston had gotten shot in the shoulder when we were trying
to reach Anne. He was weak from all the blood loss by the time we found the basement,
so by the time we found an underground entrance, he could barely stand. We had
to leave him behind with one of the raid party’s medics. 


“Well, apparently she didn’t see most of the people kept
down there. And her nurse said it was like therapy to have someone closer to
her age to talk to.”


“How nice of you,” I say with a hint of sarcasm.


“I thought so,” he says as if I’ve paid him a compliment.


With everyone loaded on the bus, Mitch and some of the other
adults congregate outside. A few minutes later, Mitch and two others step
aboard. Mitch comes straight to me while the Dyna who had followed us
downstairs plops down in the driver’s seat. The third guy talks quietly to
Vernon in the front row as Vernon tends to a patient who’d had to be assisted by
two others to board the bus. The light from inside of the bus reflects off of
the guy’s shaved head 


Their conversation is short. The guy turns to leave, giving
a wave to one of the patients two rows back before hopping off of the bus.


“I won’t be making this joyride,” Mitch says mournfully as
he walks up to my seat.


“Why not?”


His eyes flicker to Boston to see if he is listening. Boston
is busy trying every which way to lean against the window in search of the
perfect position for sleep.


“There’s another bus we need to load,” Mitch says.


“Alright,” I nod. I turn to look out the window, feeling
childish by how let down I feel. I’ve enjoyed Mitch’s company since the raid.
Mitchell Lanton was the only one who never left his watch station at the
hospital to sleep or eat. He stayed with me and Boston when he wasn’t
monitoring civilians coming and going from the hospital. Up until Glensy showed
back up, Mitch had primarily slept on the couch in our room.


He leans in closer to me. In a near whisper he says, “Lia Heincliff’s
going to be on it.”


My head snaps back to face him, and I feel anger surge for
the first time in days. “She didn’t want to ride with me?” 


Anne had been my first Seraphim friend when I was offered a
place at the school. She was sweet and kind to me despite her own rough
childhood. Lia had taken away Anne’s second chance at a normal, healthy
upbringing when she shot Anne as she was fleeing with her son. 


Mitch smiles sympathetically. “We’re relocating all captives
from the raid. There aren’t very many of them, but I figured you’d want me to
keep a close eye.”


“They get the short bus, then?” I say, still quietly fuming.


 “I wasn’t on
that committee. Guess we’ll see.” 


“Ready to go!” the driver calls down the aisle as he starts
the engine.


I look around the tops of everyone’s heads. “Hey, where’s
Taylor?” I say as if it’s an afterthought.


“She isn’t taking the bus.”


Boston turns his head, his eyes still closed. “Her uncle
doesn’t want her around you unsupervised.”


“We’re friends. That’s it,” I tell the both of them.


Boston opens his eyes to share a glance with Mitch. I glare
at them both before Boston stretches out in his seat like a cat again. 


Mitch chuckles. “I’m sure it’s not that.” He gives my
shoulder a pat. “See ya soon.”


“See ya,” I say, dropping the subject. Mitch walks back down
the aisle, nodding at the nurses and driver before hopping off the bus. 


It takes less than twenty minutes for Boston to start
snoring. Most of the other occupants are slowly working their way toward
similar states of slumber. Some lean over to rest on their windows or slouch
down in their aisle seats so that I can barely see the tops of their heads. The
bus was made for comfort, but not for occupants who are more than about six
feet tall. If I lay my head back against the top of the headrest, my neck
protrudes out uncomfortably, so instead I sit awake, letting my mind glaze
over. 


We haven’t been told where we’re going. Surely if they’re
taking a bus full of patients it’s a big place. A decent burn unit would be
nice. I’m tired of the constant dressing changes and wound care that only seems
to make the pain worse. The only areas I’m seeing improve are the spots on my
forearms and part of my neck that only had first and second degree burns from
the explosion in the basement. The only consolation I have it that it was me
and not Taylor. I saw it coming, she didn’t. If I hadn’t have pushed her into
that room as she was trying to run toward the Rogues, it would have been the
entire front of her body that would have taken the blast.


Glensy keeps moving around in his seat across the aisle from
me. He isn’t affected by the soothing hum of the bus ride either, but he still
isn’t much for conversation. Every so often, he glances back at the bathroom.
His must still be waiting for the migraine medicine to kick in.


“You should get it over with,” I tell him the next time he
looks over his shoulder. “It worked for your friend.”


Tia seems to be sleeping rather peacefully. Her head is
tipped back, sandwiched between the window and chair in what should be an
uncomfortable position, but her mouth is slightly ajar, and the fingers on her
visible hand twitch sporadically in her sleep. 


Glensy gets up from his seat with a groan of acknowledgment.
He walks back slowly, one hand raised to his temple. 


Of course, it’s not until he’s in the bathroom that I
realize how full my bladder had gotten. I should have used the bathroom before
we left. 


When he returns from the bathroom five minutes later, his
cheeks are flushed, and there’s sweat outlining his hairline, but he’s holding
his head higher. He crashes into his seat, flopping his head onto the headrest
in relief. 


“You didn’t make a mess, did you?” I ask as I stand.


He shakes his head as a tired fog settles over his eyes. To
be safe, I give the bathroom some time to air out, hoping that the smell of
barf and sweat doesn’t just linger.


The bathroom is as tiny as I expected. A port-a-potty would
have felt less cramped. I lift the toilet seat with my shoe, thanking God for
not making me a chick. The bus begins to slow as I relieve my bladder before
suddenly jerking to a halt. I put my hand against the wall to steady myself.


After I’m done, I walk out and catch the tail end of the
driver’s announcement. “I’ll see if they’ll let us go around.” 


He opens the door and climbs out of the bus. The nurse with
the terminal girl stands up to get a better view out the windshield. Some of
the patients shift around in their seats. Lena is standing too, peering out of
the windows at the cornfields on either side of the road. From here, it’s hard
to see much from the sun blaring across the top of the field. I continue
forward, walking past my seat and then Lena’s. The aisle is still fairly empty,
as everyone awake is peering out the windows.


There hasn’t been much traffic since we got on the two-lane
highway, but through the front windshield, there’s traffic at a standstill in
both lanes. The sunlight dims noticeably as the sun ducks below the field. The
blue lights of the police car ahead of us become more mesmerizing by the
second. The silhouette of a hulking 18-wheeler is on the other side of the cop
car, its lights off. I can’t tell over the flashing lights if there is any
damage or if it’s something else. “Do you know what’s going on?” I ask the
nurse who’s with the girl. 


She shrugs, not too concerned. “A wreck, from the looks of
it.” 


She lays a hand on her sleeping patient’s arm and then
retrieves a brown blanket from the few remaining in the stack that have been
moved from the first row to behind the driver’s seat She drapes it over the
child without rousing her. 


On the ground, I see our driver speaking to the only cop in
sight along the side of the road. The cop looks irritated, and the driver keeps
gesturing with his hands. The cop steps away from him, heading toward his
police car. Our driver follows.


The female nurse moves around me to wake Vernon, who’s
napping across the aisle. Once awake, he stands, a barrage of joints cracking
and popping. I step back and make space for him in the aisle so that he can get
a better view. 


“That’s great,” he grumbles while dutifully checking on the
sleeping patient behind him. 


I check behind me to see whether Boston has woken up yet.
His head is still propped against the window, just as I left him. I nod in
acknowledgement at Glensy, who is watching me. Then I give him a little shrug.


“That can’t be good,” the female nurse whispers softly.
Vernon makes a noise in his throat that sounds like an angry cat’s growl before
the hiss.


He is standing right in front of me again, so I have to look
over his head to see what they are staring at. 


Our bus driver and the cop have emerged from behind the
police car with a third man. 


All three men are wearing identical, full coverage ski
masks. I only recognize them from their clothing. The masks seem to add an
angry confidence to the men’s stride.


Vernon hustles to the driver’s seat. “We aren’t waiting to
see what they want,” he says. He reaches for the ignition, but we hear nothing.
Vernon slouches over the steering wheel. “He took the key,” he says resting his
forehead on the steering wheel in defeat. 


I push past the little girl’s nurse, who’s frozen in place.
I grab the lever next to Vernon in the driver’s seat, pulling it too hard and
causing the bus door to slam shut.


“We’re screwed,” Vernon hisses, punching the rim of the
steering wheel. 


“We’re so screwed,” the female nurse echoes. She looks back
at the passengers. 


I do the same, meeting Lena’s stare. She slowly lowers to
her seat, giving me a cold and unmoving stare. The setting sun highlights her
split ends that weren’t long enough to make it into her ponytail, giving her a
disheveled appearance. The funny thing, I realize with a trace of panic, is
that this is still the healthiest she’s looked since leaving the basement. 


Lena curls her legs up to her chest, wrapping her arms
around her shins. She begins muttering to herself quietly as she bows her head,
resting her forehead on her knees. From where I’m standing, I can still just
make out the sound of her muttering. So much for her being back to normal.


“We can run for it,” I offer, looking out of the bus’s side
windows. “Glensy, get up here!” I call down the aisle.


The nurse slaps my arm with the back of her hand. She hits
an area of my burn that has yet to heal, and I pull away sharply. “Keep your
voice down!”


“I’m not being loud,” I snarl. 


Glensy rises, waking Tia with a nudge. He steps into the
aisle, leaning across my seat. Boston barely responds to Glensy’s quick shove.


The three masked men walk steadily towards us, heading past
the parked cars. For the first time, I notice hulking silhouettes inside the
vehicles, illuminated by the lights of the cars ahead of the bus. 


We’ve been set up. The men don’t have to rush; we’re
sitting, wounded ducks.


The nurse looks down at her tiny patient. “There’s no time
to wake everyone up and run. And the last town we passed was at least ten miles
back.” She folds her arms across her chest. “We won’t make it.”


“I can carry her,” I tell the nurse, nodding at the little girl.



“Lots of these people can’t run,” she says, tugging on the
neck of her scrub top. “They’re patients, for heaven’s sake! Hospital patients!” Those who managed to
stay asleep are starting to rouse as a result of our commotion. Lena stops
mumbling long enough to poke her head up, raises her eyebrows at the nurse. She
then drops her head back down to her knees, muttering a little louder.


“There’s more,” Vernon says, interrupting the scrambled
thoughts in my head. He points at the car just in front of us, where two more
people in masks are getting out.


The little girl shifts in her sleep, and her nurse places
the slipping blanket back across the girl’s lap. 


Glensy calls from the back, “Yo, Kelly!” He’s in the aisle,
leaning over the seat of a sleeping boy no older than thirteen. 


Lena lifts her head up again, this time to glance out of her
window. Dimly, I notice that her muttering has stopped. 


Small lights appear in the grassy knoll outside the bus,
perhaps two hundred yards from the road. I lean across the seat to my left and
the kid sitting in it to get a better look out the window. 


“Please be lightning bugs,” I say to the field. 


Lightning bugs don’t illuminate continuously in the dark.
“Or help,” I add quickly. I move across the aisle to check the field on the
right side of the bus. Yup, more flashlights.


Boston sits up in his seat. “Reverse us the hell out of
here,” he croaks as he finally catches on.


“The driver took the keys,” Vernon calls back, no longer
concerned about making noise. The masked men have stopped next to the car
parked in front of the bus. They are waiting.


Glensy starts waking the few who are still sleeping. 


“So we’re fighting,” he says to all of us in the bus,
shaking awake a man wearing a full arm cast. The man grumbles until Glensy jabs
him a little too forcefully, and he opens his eyes in discomfort. 


Tia stands with another Dyna girl from our old school who I
only know from passing, watching the flashlights in the fields as they move
closer to the bus. In true Dynamar form, both girls are smiling. They begin
bouncing back and forth on the soles of their feet, amping themselves up.
That’s what I used to do to keep my adrenaline going when I was waiting on the
sidelines during a football game.


The little girl at the front finally wakes. She turns around
in her seat and looks around the bus, her gaze drawn to the bouncing Dyna
girls. “What are they doing, Miss Katie?” she asks her nurse.


“Oh, they’re just…” she says gently, stroking the girls
hair. Her mouth is caught open as she searches for words, unable to utter an
explanation.


I step in for her. “Getting ready,” I say. The girl’s soft
brown eyes are so big compared to her little face. They’re mesmerizing. 


I turn to Vernon. “We need to turn off the inside lights.”


“On it,” he replies, looking around the dash for the button.
“Not that it’ll do any good.” He fumbles around the steering wheel, and the
interior lights go black with a click. The outside vehicle lights illuminating
a few feet around each vehicle become more prominent as the night creeps in.


Someone somewhere in the middle of the bus starts sobbing. 


The little girl peers out the window, her blanket tight
around her shoulders. “Who are those people?”


“We don’t know, Willa,” Nurse Katie answers. She sits next
to Willa, wrapping an arm tightly around her.


“Yeah we do,” I say under my breath. 


“Okay!” I announce, shouting to anyone who will listen.
“They got us almost surrounded, but we aren’t outnumbered. We can—”


The two Dyna girls stop bouncing beside the windows. Their
hard expressions soften as they come to a stand-still. I can feel it too. It
feels like a struggle, for a second, as some of the Tempero inside the bus try
to offset the waves of calmness suddenly flooding the bus, but the Tempero
outside are forcing all of us to feel a numbing passiveness. The girls, hyped
up just a moment before, lower slowly back into their seats. 


“They’re good,” Boston says dreamily, propping his elbow up
on the armrest. He rests his chin on his hand. The escape plans that had been
swirling through my mind hit a stand-still. I wonder if it might be possible to
get a bit more sleep. After all, there’s nothing much we can do right now. With
the lights off like this and the sun setting outside, I could probably get some
rest. All I want to do is have a seat and shut my eyes. 


Vernon has returned to his seat in the front row. In my
peripheral vision, I notice more masked people through the windshield. I trudge
down the aisle, back towards Boston, and take a seat next to him. But I can’t
let them get into my head, I remind myself. I can’t.


I hear what sounds like a loudspeaker coming from outside
the bus. “We are not here to harm you.” 


“They’re not lying,” Boston says, but his voice sounds far
away.


With all of the fight out of me, I turn my head to look
across Boston and stare out the window. I can make out the people on the side
of the road, emerging from the field as they step onto the concrete. All of
them are holding guns. 


“They don’t look like they mean us no harm,” I tell Boston.
The guns make it easier to push back against the calmness that’s seeped into my
skull, but still my limbs feel heavy.


The man holding the megaphone yells, “If you do not follow
our orders, we will have no choice but to use force!” 


“Not gonna give them a fight. Too much chill in the air,”
Boston says to the window. At least he’s acknowledging the Tempero-induced
chill. I’ve heard that some Tempero can make people mindless, turning a strong
willed Dynamar completely vacant. We’re both still aware of what’s going on,
and that’s something. 


“But I can fight,” I say to Boston very quietly. He’s one of
the few who knows that I can block Tempero. He’s the one who convinced that it
wouldn’t be good for me if it got out at our old school, so I’ve tried not to
block any Tempero, and have mostly been successful. The key has been to not get
worked up, because unless something sets me off it takes a good deal of effort
to block them.


The man on the megaphone is still talking, his words passing
vaguely through my skull. “Everyone off the bus, starting with those in the
rear. You are to keep your hands raised above your head unless instructed
otherwise.” There are other voices too, and I hear the megaphone click off and
on a couple times, emitting a shrill shriek more than once. After another
moment of silence, the speaker gets back on the megaphone. “If you have any
injuries that prevent you from holding your arms up, we’ll make an exception.
Begin exiting in an orderly fashion. Any funny business will have severe
consequences. We do not want to hurt any of you,” he repeats.


Those in the last seats slowly rise. 


“Yeah? You’re going to take them on solo?” Boston asks. 


I peer out the windows around the bus, looking at the row of
guns aimed at us. More Seraphim walk past us, and as they step off of the bus
they are being greeted with guns pointed at them by the masked men and women
standing on the edge of the pavement. The masked people who emerged from the
fields on the left side of the bus stop don’t bother to join those on the right
side. Instead, they spread out with a few watching the front of the bus while
the rest watch the rear. They’re there in case any of us try to run for it I
guess. 


The man with the megaphone asks for patients’ abilities as
they step off, and then another man of equal height and shoulder width standing
next to him directs each patient to one of four, armed men who are standing
closer to the bus in a zigzag line ten or more feet between each man with the
man farthest from the door standing at the very end of the bus. They’re
separating us by ability. A masked woman is standing a few feet behind the two
men standing at the bus door. Like the man with the megaphone and the man next
to him, she isn’t holding a firearm. 


Dynamar are pointed to the second masked man who has a
little more room around him and is closest to those lining the edge of the
pavement which I doubt is coincidental.


“You aren’t that good,” Boston smiles, as if he was giving
me a compliment. He watches everyone who was seated behind us walk past. Boston
stands. He gently grabs me around the arm, with both hands on my least-burned
side, and lifts. “Go with the flow,” he strains, his puny muscles barely able
to lift my shoulder up. 


I stand, wishing I had insisted that Mitch come with us. He
would know how to get us out of this.



 


 

Lena is crying silently when she gets off the bus. I watch,
laying belly-down on the pavement like the other Dynamar patients, as the
masked man next to the one with the megaphone steps towards her, pulling a
napkin out of his pocket. He offers it to her. 


Lena sees his hand coming toward her, and loses it. She
screams, slapping his hand away from her wildly. The only thing she manages to
do is slap the napkin out of the man’s hand. It floats down to the pavement,
and two more masked men jog over, trying to control her. They’re all
practically twice her size.


It’s after a few moments of this that the masked woman who’s
been behind the two men walks up having retrieved something from out of the
back of the vehicle parked in front of the bus. She’s carrying a bottle in one
hand and a rag in the other. She douses the rag with the clear solution from
the bottle. The men grab Lena’s wrists and hold her arms down as the woman
covers Lena’s nose and mouth with the rag. After a few short gasps, her eyes
roll back in her head. 


I feel a small but certain surge of anger as I watch them
carry Lena off to one of the cars that sits idly in front of the bus. The
Tempero who subdued us have scaled back the calming emotions they’re pushing on
us, probably from exhaustion. 


Four Vans pull up behind the bus as the last couple rows
stand to exit. They emerge from a dirt road that goes into the cornfield on the
left side of the highway, which I hadn’t even noticed before. The masked woman
returns to her spot behind the man with the megaphone before the vans have all
parked behind the bus. They must have this entire section of the highway
blocked off on both sides, since nobody else has stumbled across the scene. 


The fifteen or so masked individuals on this side of the bus
seem to be keeping a sharp eye on the injured patients who are allowed to sit
instead of lay face-down on the road. It doesn’t keep them from eyeing me every
time I glance over in their direction. The road is still pretty hot from the
day’s sun, and I let my forehead hover a few inches above the ground, head
raised just enough to see what’s going on in front of me. 


None of the masked people point their weapons at any of us,
although it seems a few of them are itching to. It’s very non-Rogue-like, but
it’s obvious that they’re Rogues. Judging by their size it’s a predominantly
Dynamar group of men and women, which matches the demographics of the Rogue
school. The man with the megaphone asking for patients’ abilities isn’t nearly
muscular enough to be a Dyna, so my bet is that he’s likely a Veritatis. The
other non-Dynamar standing around must be the Tempero working on us, based on
the calm that I’m still feeling. Despite the masks, I think I recognize a
couple of them from my old school. I’m fairly certain one was a football coach
of mine. Glensy is three Dyna over from my right so I can’t ask him, but I’ve
caught him staring hard at some of the same people. I take it as a
confirmation.


Katie and Willa are the last to exit the bus.


“What do you want with us?” Katie asks no one in particular
as she helps the girl step down to the ground. Her question goes ignored. 


The masked woman who no longer has the bottle or rag since
returning from the car Lena was brought to pulls the man holding the megaphone
away. I crane my neck, trying not to move too quickly for fear of being
noticed, as the two have a whispered conversation. Eventually, the man nods at
the woman begrudgingly and then heads for Katie. 


Katie sees him coming and pushes Willa instinctively behind
her. He motions toward Willa with the megaphone. “Her diagnosis?” 


“Stage three kidney disease,” Katie says, loud enough for
all of Dyna laying on the pavement around me to hear. She glances between the
man with the megaphone and the woman. “There are specialists waiting for her,”
she tells the man earnestly. She allows Willa to stick her head out from behind
her back, and the masked face looks down at her. “She’ll be okay,” Katie lowers
her voice. “But only with treatment. Real treatment.” 


The man turns away from Katie, peering at Vernon for a
second. He is lying face-down on the pavement. “Who’s his patient?” he asks
Katie. 


She points out four patients who had to helped off of the
bus and were allowed to sit instead of lay on their stomachs. Two of the four
are the only adult patients on the bus, only one of which had been injured
during the raid. The other adult, a woman, had been in the hall with Mitchell
when the grenades went off. The two boys she points out I don’t recognize, but
my guess is that they’re both stage twos from The Academy, looking to be around
eleven or twelve years old. All four of them have tubes of some kind which
protrude from under their gowns or taped to their arms. 


The masked man steps away from Katie and Willa, turning his
back as he whispers with the woman. The masked woman keeps looking toward the
back of the bus where they have the group of Veritatis patients. I try to see
if it’s Boston that she’s looking at, but I can’t see beyond the Dynamar laying
next to me. I lift my head a little higher, but one of the armed Seraphim
behind me clears his throat and I drop my head back down.


“Is the bus empty?” I hear the man with the megaphone ask. I
slowly lift my head back up to see him back in front of Katie. The masked woman
is still at the front of the bus, bus she’s stepped a couple feet away from it,
and now seems to be examining each group carefully.


“Yes,” Katie says evenly. The man looks over his shoulder at
the woman. She nods him in the direction of the bus. Katie and Willa step back
as the man moves toward them. He turns at the steps of the bus and hurries up
them. 


He’s back at the steps a minute later. “All clear,” he says
to the masked woman as he steps off of the bus. The woman crosses her arms
giving a slight shake of the head at the news as the man approaches her again.
Katie rests a hand on Willa’s shoulder as they watch the masked man and woman
have a hushed discussion.


They must be looking for someone in particular who wasn’t on
the bus. Part of me hopes that they’re going to let us as the man shrugs his
big shoulders at the woman as if he’s saying, “I don’t know what we should do.”
Another part me is worried that they’re just trying to decide which group to
shoot first.


About a minute later, the woman turns. 


“Heads down,” someone says sharply behind me. I lower my
chin to the ground. At this level, I can’t see beyond the shins of the three
sets of feet she walks over to. I recognize the pants of the bus driver and the
dark blue, freshly pressed pants belonging to the police officer. 


The man with the megaphone goes back over to Katie and
Willa. “You, the child,” he says, pointing at Willa, “the other nurse, and
those four in bad shape—get back on the bus.”


Katie stiffens. “What about everyone else?” Vernon rises
slowly to his feet.


In her small voice, Willa asks, “Are you going to hurt
them?”


I’m not the only one laying belly-down that hears her. Other
Dynamar laying around me glance up nervously waiting for his answer.


The man squats down to get closer to Willa’s level. He rests
the megaphone in his lap. “They’re coming with us, sweetheart.” There’s
something gentle, almost fatherly, in his voice. He reaches a hand out to
caress the top of her feather-like hair. Willa ducks away from his hand with a
small squeak. “Don’t worry about them,” the man reassures her softly. He
withdraws his hand but stays at her eye level. “You worry about minding nurse…”
he looks up at the name badge, “Katie…and you work on getting better.” I
picture him smiling behind his mask. 


At the masked woman’s instruction, the three masked men she
walked over to begin to carefully escort the four patients back onto the bus,
Vernon and Katie helping their patients without making eye contact with any of
us laying on the ground.


One of the patients lets out a groan as one of the masked
men sends him up the bus’s steps. In a flash, Vernon is at the masked man’s
heels. “Let him take the stairs when he’s ready,” he chastises. 


Vernon really shouldn’t talk that guy like that. Vernon
isn’t that small of a guy, but the man he’s fussing at is almost twice his
size. The man shoots Vernon a warning glare.


 I slide my hands
to either side of my chest on the pavement. “Don’t even think about it,” a
masked Dynamar says above me. 


Unarmed and outnumbered, I allow the loose pieces of cement
to bite into the edges of my bandages. The gravel cuts as I flatten my arms
back out like a starfish.


The selected patients are all on the bus with the nurses and
three masked men when shouting breaks out inside. I hear Katie’s voice in the
turmoil. The man with the megaphone jumps inside as several of us crane our
necks trying to see what’s happening.


“Heads down!” the same voice from earlier snaps from behind
me. Everyone lowers his or her head, including me.


After a few moments, the sounds of grunting and bodies
rustling ends. The man with the megaphone pushes one of the others off the bus.
I can’t be sure, but I think that it’s the Dyna that Vernon had gotten onto as
I hear Vernon say, “good riddance,” from inside the bus.


A couple minutes later, a second man steps off of the bus,
leaving just the driver inside. The ignition starts, and a second later the bus
drivers steps off of the bus still wearing the mask as if we hadn’t all already
seen his face.


The bus driver says something to the man with the megaphone,
who then steps onto the first step. He calls Katie over without his megaphone.
“Once we’re gone,” he tells her, “you’re going to continue on this road. It’ll
bring you to the next town. I assume you know better than to follow us.”


“You can’t expect me to drive this monster,” she says.
“We’ll wreck before we get a mile down the road.”


“Not my problem.” He starts to step down. 


“There’s a boy,” Katie says quickly, pointing at a group
near the back of the bus. I look over and can just make out the top of Boston’s
head now that he has it raised in her direction. “He’d be able to get us there.
Let him drive us and we’ll get there safely.” 


She’s trying to save one more life. As far as I know,
Boston’s never driven a bus in his life. Her choosing Boston is a salute to his
kindness if I ever saw one. He visited with Willa regularly, giving the child
his contagious smile to look forward to day after day. Katie is returning the
favor. 


A masked man grabs Boston’s shoulder as he moves to get up. 


“He stays with us,” the man with the megaphone tells Katie
from outside the open bus door. 


 “You don’t have
to drive it,” the bus driver tells her, sounding amused under his mask. “But
it’ll take much longer for your wards to receive medical care if you sit here.
Unless you want to go where we’re going.”


Willa’s little head pops up through one of the windows at
the front of the bus, her hands pressed against the glass as she stares
outward. Katie catches sight of her and turns around, presumably telling her to
take her seat. Katie closes the bus door, Willa’s fierce gaze still visible
through the window. It could be the outside lights reflecting perfectly that
gives her eyes an almost unnatural glow.


“Move out!” the man with the megaphone calls once the bus
doors are closed. Willa might just be a
Dynamar, I think to myself. She sure had that fire in her eyes, and from
the sound of it, she’s going to have to be a fighter. 


As the Rogues around us start barking orders again, I slide
my arms up to rest under my forehead. I glance up to the bus one more time. 


The other Seraphim are loaded into various vehicles parked
in the fake traffic stop. Now that they’re done dealing with the patients, the
masked people guarding us are careful to ensure that our heads stay down. I
know Boston must have been in one of the last cars because I heard him asking
for a window seat when the last of the Veritatis were rounded up.


The Dynamar are the last group remaining. After what feels
like ages, five masked men surround our group shouting for us get off the
pavement. I don’t have time to wipe the gravel off my chest before I’m shoved
into the back of a van. 


Masked Tempero are waiting in the driver and passenger
seats. I know they’re Temps from the peak in my passivity. It doesn’t waver as
the other masked Seraphim come and go. More Dyna are packed in after me.
Finally, Tia is the last making it a total of seven Dynamar shoved inside the
back of a van that can only hold five of us comfortably before the door is
slammed shut.


“You couldn’t have gotten a van with seats in the back?” Tia
complains.


“No talking!” the Tempero in the passenger seat snaps.


 They haven’t
restrained any of us, but there’s a cage keeping all of us in the back from
getting to the Tempero in the front. Glensy must be in a different van, which
kills any ideas for taking out the Tempero. Glensy is the only one who I know
for sure has the constitution necessary to take out our captors. 


After everyone’s packed in, they turn the lights off, and we
drive off. The Tempero are steadily using their ability on us as we go. Neither
of them say a word nor glance back at us. Tia, the last one loaded and closest
to the side door on the van, slowly reaches up to the handle. When her hand
makes it to the door handle she rests it there a second, and I watch the
Tempero in the front. Neither of them notices. Tia gently presses the handle.
When it doesn’t budge the muscles in her forearm flex as she applies more
strength. It’s locked. All of us slouch a little bit more when she finally
releases it. The girl next to her, the one she had been amping up with on the
bus, pats Tia’s knee for the attempt, contorting her arm awkwardly.


We’re on the road maybe twenty minutes when we come up to an
all-metal building and slow down. I feel myself go into high alert, and the
others straighten up as well.


A Pitkin Volunteer Fire Department sign hands on the
building, and there are a few cars are parked in back. For a brief, ridiculous
moment, I imagine the civilians inside being our ticket out of this mess, but a
short, stout man wearing the same mask as all the others steps out of the
firehouse’s rear exit.


The two Tempero who drove us here shepherd all seven of us
out. Again, I notice the heavy, forced passiveness cloud my mind, but that
doesn’t keep us from exchanging quick, worried glances as they line everyone
up, execution-style, along the side of the van. 


I carefully watch the masked Seraphim, preparing for the
worst. If any of them start shooting, I need a game plan. I can dive under the
van four feet behind me, run for the trees on the other side of the firehouse,
or— 


Mid-thought, the short, stout man steps directly in front of
me. “Name,” he barks.


Even with the Tempero around, I want to hit the guy. I
blink, refocusing on his cold, hazel stare. “Kelly Edwards,” I say through
clenched teeth.


He doesn’t write my name down. Instead, he slides a finger
slowly down a clipboard he’s holding, his masked face lowered so that all I can
see is the top of his head. He finally raises his head to look past me. With
the shake of his head I hear someone step up behind me. 


Something hard slams into my right temple. I let out a gruff
“Ow!” 


“We aren’t playing,” a rough, low voice says in my ear.
“Give him your name.”


My heart beats faster. “That is my name.” The Tempero a few
feet past the man standing in front of me turn their attention my way. Tia is
standing next to me. She pinches her eyes shut nervously. Before I’m hit in the
head again, or worse, I give the guy my full name. “Micheal Kelly Edwards.” 


“Micheal Edwards,” he repeats, and this time his finger
stops close to the top of the page. He gives a thumbs-up to the person behind
me, which strikes me as rather absurd. He moves to my right, standing in front
of Tia. Her response is quick. 


The next Dyna in line spits his name out before the man with
the page has even had time to step in front of him.


Something lightweight is flung over my head, and
instinctively I jerk away. A wide hand cinches itself around the back of my
neck, making it more difficult for me to jerk again, and a cloth bag is fitted
snugly over my head. I can breathe fine, but I can’t see a thing. “Hey, I tell
the person tying my hands behind my back. “This mask is faulty.” I give whoever
it is credit for being careful not to touch the bandaged areas on my arms.
“It’s missing the cutouts for my eyes,” I tell him.


“Mine too,” one of my fellow Dyna captives says down the
line. 


A snort is all we get in reply.



 


 

Once the bag is over my head, I start to appreciate how nice
they had been to us up until this point. My hands are tied behind my back, and
I am pushed back in the van. 


I listen, and again six more people are loaded in after me.
I hear grunts and groans, but no voices. I can only assume the other Dyna from
my van are being transported again as well. 


A rough male voice, a new one, from up front croaks, “We
will shoot anyone who speaks.” No one makes much noise after that. 


 It feels like
about an hour before we stop again, but I’ve no idea whether I’m counting the
seconds as minutes. Our masks stay on as the back door on the right side opens,
and again we’re yanked out. 


No one warns me about the curb, and for a terrifying second,
I’m in freefall. Luckily, the hands holding both of my arms kept me upright. 


I can hear a door close behind me, an echo resounding
through the bag on my head as we walk a few yards. Finally a set of hands jerks
me back mid-step, and I stop. When the floor moves below me, I realize that
they’ve brought me into an elevator.


Once we reach the next floor and walk a bit further, the bag
on my head comes off. My heart races as I look around for the others. Besides
the two masked Tempero and four, big Dyna also wearing masks, it’s just Tia and
the others from the back of the van standing around me, but slowly more
Seraphim with bags over their heads are brought down the hall. None of the
doors lining the hallway are open. We are lined up carefully, single-file
against each wall.


I hear Boston before I see him. He’s complaining in the
joking manner that only Boston can pull off without getting punched. “Do you
guys have to be this rough?” he asks. The way he tilts his head up as if he
could see through his bag to the brute walking beside him is amusing. When his
bag comes off, we lock eyes and share a faint smile. 


A man wearing khaki slacks and a crisp, dark blue button
down shirt enters the hall with a shorter woman wearing a pencil skirt, blouse,
and flats once they have all of us lined up. Neither of them are wearing masks.
I recognize Mr. Devin immediately. He had been one of the teachers who
supervised ability advancement courses at my old school. I stare at him coldly,
but his gaze never even flickers towards me. 


The stout man from the fire department hands his clipboard
over to the woman. Devin takes a cardkey out and swipes it in the card receiver
of the door to his left. Once he opens the door, the woman with him calls Tia’s
name. She’s directed into the room and both Devin and the woman follow her
inside. One of the taller masked females walks over to stand against the wall
adjacent to the door. The rest of us are left standing there, silent and
concerned. I haven’t known Tia long, but I hope she’s okay. 


Whatever takes place inside of the room doesn’t last long.
When the door opens again, Tia steps out, unharmed from the looks of it. The
masked woman standing outside of the door escorts her down the opposite end of
the hall away from all of us. The take a turn around the corner and are gone.
Shortly after the next person is called into the room, the masked woman returns
without Tia.


I listen closely for the sound of a gun shot, but thankfully
it never comes.


After a few patients come and go, my name is called. I look
over at Glensy and Boston, who are still waiting in the hall. They both give me
weary expressions before I turn to head down the hall for the open door.


I’m immediately uncomfortable by the emptiness of the room.
The long, drag marks on the carpet looks like a repo team came in and hurried
off with all of the furniture minus the chair Devin is sitting in. What’s even
odder is that Devin has positioned himself in the middle of the room as if
there were still a desk to sit behind. The woman is standing near the back,
left corner of the room. Devin points a finger at the floor in front of him
where he wants me to stand. As I walk over to Devin, I feel a steady flow of
compliance-induced feelings. It’s obvious from his size that Devin’s a Dynamar,
but I already knew that from my time at The Academy, so I assume the dull
emotions I’m picking up on is what the chick is here for. 


When I stop in front of him, Devin opens his mouth, taking a
second to look at me before he speaks as if he only faintly remembers me.


“There have been detectives showing up at the hospital you
were staying at. Have you seen them?” he asks. I give him a nod, but he
continues to stare at me.


“Yeah,” I say after a few awkward seconds of holding his
gaze.


“Do you know what they’re planning?” he asks.


I stare at him a minute, wondering if he’s joking. “Sure,” I
say when I realize he’s being serious. “I’ll tell you everything I know,” I
say, feeling somewhat relieved. The part of me that thought we were all going
to be shot back at the bus, and then again at the fire department, has since
been waiting to be dragged down to a basement similar to what we found under
The Academy. If they’re just wanting to get information out of us than maybe
they were just looking for certain patients on the bus, and since they weren’t
on it they’re just getting what they can, and then, maybe, they’ll let us go. I
look Devin in the eye feeling more comfortable as I say, “The investigators are
talking to the Seraphim you left for dead around campus and in that basement
under the school.” I look between the both of them, neither of which appear
bothered by what I’m saying. “They’re also questioning the Rogues you left
behind,” I continue, “but as far their plans,” I say with a shake of my head,
“I have no clue.”


Devin doesn’t look surprised by my answer. “Have any of the
detectives mentioned coming to a peaceful resolution to this…” Devin covers his
mouth to let out a yawn, “…this misunderstanding?”


Misunderstanding, huh? I don’t know whether to laugh to
shout at him.


Devin doesn’t push it. Instead, he inquires about my
wellbeing.


“Do you have any family? I can contact them on your behalf
to inform them that you’re unharmed,” he offers. I feel as though he’s smirking
as he watches me, but it’s too subtle to tell for sure.


I roll my sleeve up slowly, and the woman in the corner
takes a step forward hesitantly. Devin, though watching me carefully, doesn’t
move. I pull the bandage off of the worst of my burns, the skin stretching
painfully. 


“I didn’t do this to myself,” I say, looking down at the
fiery red tissue. “You don’t want to help me,” I say, looking between him and
the woman, who is inching closer, “You just want me to tell you something your
people don’t already know.” 


Devin looks up at me from my burns giving me frustratingly
smug smirk as if my injuries were funny to him. The Tempero has stepped up her
game now, and I feel the calmness settling over my brain. She would be in
trouble if I blocked her, and for a second I entertain the thought of punching
the smirk off of Devin’s face. I mimic the yawn Devin gave me to put her at
ease, but why bother. “Also,” I say, watching the woman take another step
toward us. “I was informed at The Academy that my only living relative died.” 


The Tempero stops just behind Devin, glaring at me. Devin
looks like he can barely keep his eyes open. With the silence growing
uncomfortable, I say, “If you can contact someone besides relatives for me, I
would like you to call the FBI and give them this address.”


“Sure, kid. We’ll get right on that,” Devin says dryly.


The Tempero eases up on the room. “You can go,” she says to
me coldly.


Devin stops me as I turned to leave the room. “One more
question,” he says. “Have you had any withdrawal symptoms?” he rubs his face,
his eyelids heavy. “Such as but not limited to: nausea, vomiting, diarrhea,
headaches, chills, or fatigue since being brought to the hospital?”


“I have a headache right now from the pain shooting through
my arm. You gonna offer to help me with that?”


“We’ll get you something,” he says with a seriousness I’m
not expecting. “But I’m asking about symptoms that aren’t related to your
injuries.” Devin takes a folded up paper out of the chest pocket of his shirt. 


“I haven’t,” I say honestly. He writes down my answer.











Chapter 9




After a couple weeks, things settle into somewhat of a
pattern. All of us from the bus know we’re prisoners, but we’re treated better
than they had treated Seraphim in the basement below The Academy. That’s
something, I guess. We get medical treatment and three meals a day. We’re all
kept on the same floor of the building. The Rogues keeping an eye on us come
and go in twelve-hour shifts. With not a lot to do inside, mealtime has become
the highlight of everyone’s day.


Everyone enjoys the food they serve in the cafeteria. I’m
the only one who knows how much it truly sucks. The first meal they served us,
everyone was skittish. Most didn’t even bother leaving their barracks. But by
the third meal, the cafeteria was full. 


 Thanks to the
chaos, none of the Tempero seemed to notice when I blocked them. With the
Tempero-induced feelings of appreciation and pleasure fading, my limbic system
finally was able to fend for itself.


It took so long to feel an actual emotion of my own that I
thought maybe I had become incapable of creating my own emotional sensations.
With each bite, I had felt my frustration mount. With my own emotions in
control, I could see the food for the bland hoax that it was. Since then, I’ve
let the Tempero do their thing since I still need to eat while reminding myself
at every meal that it’s a mirage just to keep myself from getting too wrapped
up in the phoniness. 


Today, Boston, Glensy, and I are some of the first in line
for lunch. Getting to the cafeteria promptly means the food is fresh, and that
we get the best seats. The only thing that reminds me of our old school is the
lunch tables. They’re long and too close together, just like the cafeteria
tables at The Academy.


Glensy peers around me down the lunch table and says, “She’s
looking better.” 


At the end of our long table, Lena is sitting down with her
cafeteria tray, the seats around her empty. Her tray has a shiny, red apple and
four pieces of stacked toast. Her hair has a sheen to it around the roots; I
doubt she’s washed it in a while. She would have never allowed herself to look
like that when we were all students. At The Academy, she and her cousin Abby
had always looked flawless, their thin waists complimented by tight jeans and
cropped shirts. But that was before the basement. 


Lena cautiously looks around cafeteria. She checks out the
Rogues handing out food and then those perched on stools on either side of the
cafeteria by the tables watching us while we eat. Her eyes linger on the
largest Rogue in the room. He’s sitting on the stool against the wall adjacent
to the lunch line, eating an oversized roll. She glances once more before her
eyes dart down to her tray. She picks up a slice of toast and lowers it onto
her lap. Then, looking around as if waiting on a friend to join her, she tucks
the toast under her waistband and pulls her shirt over it.


Boston snorts as she reaches for another slice. “Yeah, she’s
totally better,” he says. I chuckle quietly without drawing her attention.


Glensy gives me a look of indignation. “The last time she
was held captive by these people, she was starved. Can you really blame her?”
he keeps his voice down.


“No, you’re right. She’s being smart,” Boston acknowledges.


Lena’s eating the apple when I glance back over at her.
There is no hint of toast on her tray, but around her waistband I can see a
slight bulge below her shirt.



 


 

Walking through the halls, there isn’t a lot of foot
traffic. There are Tempero stationed around to make sure none of us get stirred
up or attempt to wander off. The few kids who have been escorted the barracks
and cafeteria talk about how big this place is. One kid was taken to a
laboratory of some kind two levels up, but he was blindfolded as soon as he got
on the elevator. He only said it was two levels up because the elevator beeped
twice before it stopped. None of us older kids from the bus have been allowed
beyond the barracks and cafeteria. 


We don’t even leave for medical treatment. Instead, a
handful of Rogues dressed in white roll a medical cart in each evening for
treatment. One nurse talked about taking me up for burn therapy, but nothing
ever came of it.


Right now there is only one Tempero around, sitting on one
of the two tall stools outside the cafeteria’s entrance. The Temp looks
thoroughly bored as he stares up at the ceiling tiles, occasionally glancing
around at the near-empty hallway. Glensy walks ahead of Boston and me as we
leave the cafeteria for the boys’ barracks.


Over his shoulder, Glensy says, “Are you two seeing this?”


Walking in our direction is Dr. Baudin, our old Physics
professor, talking with two other men. The last time I laid eyes on him, he was
passed out on the floor after we shot him with a tranquilizer in his house. He
says something about wanting the Tempero to work on him when he’s eating like
they do during meals on this floor. The two men with him chuckle in agreement.


His eyes land on mine, and there’s a flicker of recognition.
Something catches his attention at his feet. “I’ll catch up,” he says to the
men as he saves them onward. He crouches down, apparently examining his shoe.
Glensy slows as we approach our hunched-over ex-physics instructor. Without
looking up, Dr. Baudin calmly says, “Are you the one who shot me?” He unties
his shoe and then begins tying it back.


Glensy jerks his head around. He looks at Boston and me,
confused. Boston can barely contain his smile.


On the day of the raid, after finding out that our school’s
faculty members were shooting their own students, Boston and I went in search
of weapons. I remembered that Dr. Baudin had once removed a gun that was
concealed inside his jacket before a scrimmage between seniors and faculty, so
his place was the first one I suggested. He lived in a tiny house on the edge
of campus, so we headed there with the hopes that we wouldn’t encounter anyone.
All of the faculty had either run for it or were still fighting the raiders, so
we didn’t expect to find him there, drunk in his living room watching a
black-and-white TV show in his sweatpants. He didn’t seem to have any idea of
what was going on around campus, and he pulled a gun on us. While Boston and I
were busy trying to explain why we needed weapons, Glensy had slipped in
through the back door. I didn’t know it at the time, but Glensy had been
trailing the two of us for a while to see whose side we were on. He managed to
pick up an advanced rifle from off of one of the dead raiders, which I guess
was loaded with bullets and tranquilizers. I had never seen a rifle like it
before, but it had a small lever that allowed him to choose which to use.


“It was a tranquilizer,” Glensy admits. “It wasn’t that
bad.”


Dr. Baudin stands, his shoelace in a tight, looped bow. He
stares at Glensy square in the eye, head tilted upward. 


“Have you been shot with a tranquilizer before?” His voice
is cool, controlled. Glensy avoids his gaze, staring at the floor. 


“Let me shoot you with one,” Dr. Baudin says, stepping past
him. “Then you can tell me how not bad
it is.” 


I’d always kind of liked him, although he drank more often
than not. The only other time I’d visited his tiny house, he had talked about
burying explosives in the yard around his house for security. I’m pretty sure
he’d been serious.


Boston smiles his usual easy smile as our old teacher
passes. I stand tall, waiting to see if he’s going to give us any more trouble.
If I were in his shoes, I probably would’ve thrown a punch. After all, we had
left him on the floor in the middle of a fight, and we took the only two guns
we could find in his house.


I hear the stool at the end of the hall move, screeching
along the tile. I glance back to see the Tempero watching us, standing. 


“Either of you kept the weapons you stole?” he asks, barely
moving his lips. He glances down at the Tempero with a quick jerk of his head,
and the man glares suspiciously before hoisting himself back onto the wooden
stool. 


Boston pats himself down front and back as if it were a
possibility. “I must’ve forgotten them when I got dressed this morning.” 


Dr. Baudin turns his head slightly at the sound of a woman
coming briskly down the hall from the same direction that he and the other guy
came from. 


“We don’t have anything. You’re friends searched us before
we got here,” I add.


Dr. Baudin gives us another look before continuing on his
way toward the cafeteria. 


“Boston?” the woman coming up quick calls out to the three
of us. 


“That’s me,” Boston tells her.


“Come with me,” she says hurriedly, turning on her heels to
head back the way she came.


Boston noticeably deflates. They’ve been taking Veritatis
from the barracks nearly every other day to test their ability. From what the
younger guys have said, it’s more boring than being stuck in the barracks.
“What for?”


She doesn’t look back as she speaks. “I said, come with me.”


“Great,” he says, giving Glensy and me a quick glance before
hesitantly stepping forward.


“Give’em hell,” Glensy cheers under his breath as Boston
follows the woman. He mocks the way her arms swing wide as he falls in line
with her footsteps.



 


 

It’s not until close to suppertime that Boston finally
returns to the barracks. 


Since lunch, Glensy and I had been hanging out waiting on
him to show up. For the first couple of hours, we went over what we imagined
has happened in the outside world since our bus was hijacked weeks ago. Things
have gotten quiet in the whole boys barracks since we stopped talking. When we
were first brought here, I thought the barracks were huge. It had bunk beds
lining both walls, bathrooms and showers behind a curtain on the far end. Now,
every time I walk in the boys barracks, I feel claustrophobic. 


I can hear some of the boys snoring lightly farther down.
Not like there’s much else to do in the long afternoon hours. Soon everyone
will start getting up and moving around again as supper creeps closer. It would
be nice to have some kind of ball to bounce off of the wall across from the
bunk beds. They’ve given us a couple decks of cards, but we let the younger
play with them mostly to keep them entertained. I think about playing a round
of solitaire, but that sounds even more boring, so I just lay back on the top
bunk I share with Boston, wondering if Mitch is out there looking for us.


Minutes pass, and my eyelids flutter closed. As I wonder
again what Mitch is up to, I feel the bed jostle from movement below me. I pop
up looking over the rail that lines the outer edge of my bed. Boston’s head is
hung low, giving me full view of the back of his head and skinny neck. 


Glensy, from the top bunk of the next bed over, catches
sight of Boston as well. He rolls over to the other side and hops down from his
bed. He grabs the sheet off of the younger boy who’s sleeping on the bunk below
his. Glensy shares his bunk bed with Max who was a stage two at our old school,
fourteen years old. Before the raid, he had been friends with one of the guys
in my ability advancement group, Evan. I had liked Evan, and being around Max
has me thinking more about him. The last I saw of Evan was the day of the raid.
He and a couple other stage twos were trying to get themselves and some younger
kids off campus. Getting to Anne had been my main concern when we ran into each
other, so we only stopped long enough to exchange information on the spots
around campus to stay away from. I hope he did better than I did that day
getting his friends to safety. 


Glensy takes Max by the upper arm and lifts him up. It’s no
easy task considering Max is a Dyna too, so he has a good bit of size to him.
“Skat,” Glensy says to him quietly, not waking the others. 


The kid sleepily obliges without complaint, walking past the
other bunk beds all the way up toward the bathroom stalls. He finds an empty
bed above another sleeping boy and crawls into it. Glensy shoos away the few
other nearby Seraphim who are still awake, waving them toward the back of the
room. Again, his demands are met without hesitation.


Glensy and I, by far the biggest out of the group and the
oldest, established the necessity to follow our orders the second night we were
in the barracks. A male Rogue had been stationed outside of our barracks around
the clock, and two of the youngest boys, around six years old, got into a
tussle right outside of one of the restrooms. The Rogue came in charging. It
was only a split second before two Dynamar bigger than me and Glensy joined
him.


They had grabbed the boys by their arms and yanked them
apart so hard that they both started crying. 


“Hey, come on! They’re kids!” I said, climbing down from my
bunk as quickly as I could. “Leave them the hell alone!”


One of the guys shoved me back. Luckily, a Tempero came in
and diffused the situation before it could escalate. 


For being the one to speak up, I was pulled from the
barracks by the Rogue who had been at the barrack’s entrance and was taken down
the hall to the left of the cafeteria where we weren’t allowed to venture. They
brought me to one of several rooms that had a metal bar bolted across the
outside of the door. I was shoved inside. The room was a small, all four walls
padded like some insane asylum with no knob on the inside. I don’t know how
long I was there—a couple hours or so. Fortunately, it was just a
warning. 


When I got back, the bathroom stall doors had been removed. None
of us were allowed out of the barracks to get supper that night. So during that
evening, Glensy and I decided to have a meeting with the younger kids. We
gathered them all in the back, and I told them about the room I’d been taken
to. 


After a few days of everyone being on their best behavior,
they stopped sending Rogues to stand outside of the barracks all the time. They
could still hear us from the hallway pretty easily—it’s not like there’s
a door—but it’s something. 


As it stands, Glensy, Boston, and I are the oldest at
seventeen, so the three of us sleep in the beds closest to the hallway in case
anything like that arises again. It’s the only thing we could come up with as a
defense. We still don’t know exactly why all of us were taken, but if the raid
taught us anything, it was to always be prepared for a fight. 



 

I step down from my bunk to squat beside Boston. In the
light, his face looks as though he’s been put through hell for days, not just a
few hours. His cheeks are glistening. Boston isn’t a crier. Not that any of us
really are, but he didn’t even cry when he got shot in the shoulder during the
raid. Wrinkles I’ve never noticed before are etched into his forehead and
between his brows. 


His voice cracks. “I’m not going to talk about it.”


“That’s a first,” I say jokingly.


He pulls up the bottom of his shirt to wipe the snot
collecting on his upper lip. He turns away from me. 


Glensy walks over, but I shake my head. He gives us a wide
berth, heading past us to the open entrance to our barracks. He picks a spot
right inside the entrance to lean against. He stands there casually, but this
way he can look out without being noticed by anyone looking down the corridor. 


 “It wasn’t what
I thought,” Boston says softly, still peering down at the ground.


I try to follow his train of thought. “The school was a
front. We all know that now,” I tell him. 


Boston clasps his hands together, hard. They shake from the
strain. “I was the front,” he says in a hoarse whisper.


I place a hand on top of his clenched hands. The shaking
stops. “Are you going to tell me what happened? Because what you’re saying
isn’t making a lot of sense.” 


He tosses my hand away from him. I have to scoot back as he
stands. 


“I’m a moron, that’s what.” He paces between our bed and
Glensy’s. “It made sense at the time, but it shouldn’t have. I was an idiot.”


“We all should have known what has going on. Howard fell off
the face of the earth in front of all of us and everyone just went along with
it—” 


Boston cuts me off, his voice raised. “And he’s dead!”


We found Howard during the raid after we gained entry into
the basement. We all thought he had received early placement as a thanks for
being at the top of the Veritatis ability group and assumed had some nice
government job somewhere. 


Boston had lost so much blood from his shoulder wound that
he never went into the basement. I never told him about Howard. 


I don’t know why the Rogues would tell him about it now. I
get a firm grip on Boston’s shoulder, thinking that at least I can handle him
if he gets out of control. Glensy glares at me from his spot by the entrance.


 “I did it!”
Boston says wildly, shaking off my hand. He lowers himself to the floor,
sitting with his legs crossed and rocking slightly. I sit down on his bunk,
afraid that he might lunge at me if I’m on the floor. 


“Boston, what happened, exactly?”


He stops rocking. “My dad’s dead,” he says to the floor.


I stare at him, more confused than ever. “You told me about
your dad’s passing a long time ago.”


“I didn’t believe it.” He starts rocking again. “He is dead
though, and I killed all of them.” His rocking intensifies along with the
volume of his voice. “I killed them!” 


I go to grab his shoulder again, dropping down to the floor.
He looks up at me as if he hadn’t seen me this whole time and then collapses
into my chest, sobbing loudly. 


Glensy looks as confused as I am. Not knowing what to do, I
mimic how Gran used to hold me when I was inconsolable as a kid. I hold his
head against my chest as I wrap both of my arms around him. “It’s okay,
Boston,” I say, placing my chin on the top of his head. I notice the glances
from the other boys, and I start to get a bit uncomfortable. 


After a moment, I hear hurried footsteps over the sound of
Boston’s cries. 


Glensy calls out from the entrance in a low voice,
“Incoming.” 


All of the bodies in the room straighten except for Boston,
who doesn’t seem to have heard. Glensy steps back into the barracks to allow
the two Tempero women entry. 


I too move out of their way so that they can reach him,
exuding calm and collection. Boston doesn’t fight as one of them injects
something into the top of his arm and then coaxes him to lay down. After a
moment, his eyelids start to droop.


The Tempero who slides the used needle into her pocket looks
at me expectantly. “What upset him?” She’s one of the better nurses; she’s treated
my burns regularly, and she does a good job of putting me at ease with her
Tempero ability while she works.


“He wouldn’t tell me.” 


The other woman nods, and no further questions are asked. I
wonder if this means that one of them is actually a Veritatis, or if they’re
just assuming. 


“If he gets worked up again, come get one of us.” As if they
won’t be waiting outside. 


“Will do,” I tell them.


Both depart without another word, leaving Boston on the
floor. I can’t help but wonder what the younger kids must be thinking when I
kneel down to lift him up. Thankfully, Glensy comes over and helps me lift
Boston into his usual bed below mine.


Neither set of footsteps stop on the other side of the
barrack entrance. I must’ve been wrong—they have no plans to stick
around. Glensy pulls Boston’s blankets up to his chest and then stands. We
watch Boston in his sleep for a moment. His lips twitch in his deep sedation. 


“What happened?” Glensy asks. I can’t do anything but shrug.
It wouldn’t help him understand if I told what Boston was saying before his
meltdown. I don’t understand it myself.


The other boys are still congregated in the back of the room.


A mouse-like voice from outside the entrance says, “They
finally told him.” 


My head snaps to the entrance. For a second, I think that
maybe one of the Rogues had stayed behind after all. 


Lena is leaning against the entrance to our room, her arms
wrapped tightly around her chest as if it were cold. Her blonde hair, like a
rung-out mop, is hanging in chunky sections over her shoulders. 


“You know you aren’t allowed to be here,” Glensy says. She
turns from the entrance without another word to either of us and disappears. 


Despite my better judgment I follow her, with Glensy
reluctantly on my heels. 


Lena hears our quick footsteps coming up behind her and she
tenses. 


“Wait up,” I say, whispering as loudly as I dare. She stops
in the hallway looking like a bunny caught in headlights.


The Tempero stationed down the hall outside of the cafeteria
calls down to her, “Is there a problem?”


Lena jumps at the voice. Aggressively, she responds “No!”


“Here comes the calming vibes,” Glensy warns as we stop
beside Lena. 


The Tempero hasn’t moved from his post, but I feel him
exercising his ability in a brisk breeze of emotion. It is so quick I wouldn’t
have noticed at first if I hadn’t been paying attention. For a moment, I wonder
if I might just take a nap right there on the floor. 


Lena backs against the closest wall, resting the back of her
head on it. I watch as she closes her eyes. She presses her palms against the
cold tile that lines the lower half of the wall. She’s whispering slowly to
herself. I have to step closer to hear. “It’s not real, it’s not real, it’s not
real—”


“What happened to Boston?” I ask her.


Lena looks over at me sleepily. “They told him…what he did.”
She reaches a hand across herself and pinches the opposite arm. She holds it,
the color of her skin turning a blanched white between her fingers. After a
moment, she moves down to the soft flesh on the inside of her forearm and gives
it fast, tight pinches over and over again.


Not concerned that he might be overheard, Glensy says,
“She’s lost her marbles, man.” 


Her pinching intensifies. 


I duck my head a little to get closer to her height. “You’re
trying to fight it, aren’t you?” The ghost of a smile plays on her face. When
she opens her eyes, they appear less glazed-over. She finally winces and releases
the soft tissue. I catch the sight of tiny crescent-shaped scars sprinkled
across the inside of her arm.


The relaxing feelings subside as a Rogue wearing a hairnet
opens the cafeteria doors. Glensy perks up at the screech of the doors, never
one to miss a meal. People start to emerge from the barracks within the minute.
Another Tempero joins the one stationed by the cafeteria doors as more people
enter the corridors. 


 As Glensy and I
stand nearer to the wall by Lena, she moves closer, nudging me out of my daze.
Her eyes are much sharper. “You hid that picture.”


Lena looks at me intently, ignoring the growing crowd
flowing around us. Maybe Glensy’s right about her state of mind. 


“You’re not making sense,” I tell her.


“I saw you,” she says. “Boston got me what I asked for, and
then you put it in that tree for him.”


I realize what she means. And she’s right, to some extent.
Weeks before the raid—in fact, it was the day before Lena was awarded
early placement at our old school—I did put a package in a tree for
Boston. Boston had needed my help, so I helped him. I didn’t know a thing about
the package when I hid it in the woods, and I never asked who it was for or
what was in it. 


 “What was it?” I
ask. Glensy rolls his eyes at me, presumably for encouraging her babble.


Lena, though, is happy to indulge. “A picture of my
parents,” she says. She looks at me expectantly, but when I say nothing, she
continues. “Aunt Lia got custody of me after my parents died. I wanted Boston
to tell me what was going on at the school. I thought something wasn’t right. I
don’t think I trusted things around that place for a while, but I finally
worked up the courage to ask Boston for help around the time I started tutoring
you. I had asked my aunt about some of the sketchy stuff going on—you
know, like the pitting Dynas against the smaller Seraphim, that kind of
stuff—but she just told me I was paranoid.”


“So you already knew something was going on?” I ask, not
sure I believe her.


“There had been other signs that things weren’t right too,”
she admits. “Like, the police officer who picked me up from my house after my
parents died. He was the one who brought me to my aunt’s house. I ran into him
after that.” 


Glensy is forced to press his back up against the wall next
to me as more girls flock past
him. “That doesn’t sound weird to me,” he says in my ear.


She juts her head out around me to look at Glensy. “I ran
into him at the Welcome Center,” she says, a little spit flying in anger. “He
was with my aunt. He was working for the school.” She leans back, looking a bit
smug. “He wasn’t really a cop. The picture Boston got for me when I asked him
for proof that there was more going on at the school than just education, it
was of my parents standing in front of the house they had started building
before they died.” She crosses her arms again. “The house was completely built
in the picture. White roses were planted in front of the window that they’d
said was supposed to be mine.”


“Roses?” I ask.


“They’re my favorite flower,” Lena says as if challenging
me. It makes sense, in a way, when I think about who she was before, but the
idea of this Lena even thinking of flowers just doesn’t click in my head.


“The house didn’t even have its walls up yet when the cop
came and took me to my aunt. But in the picture, it’s finished, and there they
are.”


“Well, glad they’re okay,” I say. “But that doesn’t really
explain why Boston’s so upset.”


Lena tilts her head at me as if saying, Seriously, Kelly? Come on. It’s a look of hers that I am very
familiar with. She did that during almost every tutoring session we had
together. If I didn’t understand how she’d solved an equation, this was the
nonverbal response I got, head cocked to the side, her eyes on the verge of
rolling.


“When they took me underground, I was shoved into a cell,”
she tells me. “I did really good for what I think was about two whole days.
They wouldn’t let me sleep, but I still did good, not speaking to them. That’s
what they wanted, was for me to talk,” Lena sniffles. She brings a hand up to give
her nose a hard wipe. “They’d remind me of how nice they were being when I was
given snacks or the toilet or something.” Immediately, I feel uncomfortable,
suddenly self-conscious as she tells us what happened. But her voice is hard,
even as she speaks softly. It’s the first time since the raid that she hasn’t
looked utterly broken. “Aunt Lia came in. I begged her to tell them I hadn’t
done anything wrong.” Lena stares off into the distance as her sniffling stops.



“She wouldn’t listen. I ended up apologizing to her for
doing whatever it was that I did to get brought down there. She kept asking
what I did to end up there, but I didn’t. I didn’t do anything. Before she
left, she handed me an envelope telling me there was no mistake.” She looks at
me out the corner of her eye. “Get this—she said her people don’t make
mistakes.” She lets out a sharp laugh, and for a second it almost sounds as
though she’s lost control of her emotions again. 


I glance down at the Tempero, worried that Lena’s drawn
attention to us. Luckily, no one is looking our way. Just as quickly as she
laughed, Lena turns solemn. Looking over at me once again, she says, “The
picture Boston had gotten me was in the envelope in the tree.”


 “So? They found
your picture. It’s not Boston’s fault.”


“I did exactly what he said: I shredded it, and then I
burned the shredded pieces.” 


That sounds like Boston, I think to myself. 


“And I flushed the ashes down the toilet. That part was my
idea.” She looks around me to Glensy, who’s watching people walk by. “But I
haven’t told you the kicker yet,” she says, as if trying to get his attention.
“The picture my aunt gave me, it was the same picture I got from Boston, but
bigger. It still had my parents standing in front of the house, but in this
one, she’s standing in the background, off to the side. The one I got from
Boston had her cut out of it. She knew my parents weren’t really dead. And, she
had visited them since telling me of their deaths.” 


So Lia Heincliff lied to her niece about her parent’s
deaths. For what? To bring Lena to the school? It fits perfectly with the
complete psychopath I knew Lia to be. She had played a similar mind game with
me. I had wanted to know how my grandmother was doing after her stroke once Lia
had relocated me to The Academy. I was ready to leave the school and tell Lia
to shove it when I was pulled from class. She’s the one who had told me that my
grandmother had died. I wonder how many other kids at The Academy were told
similar stories. 


Glensy, putting together what Lena has told us, says,
“Boston was working with your aunt.”


I shake my head at the thought of it. “No way. He was too
paranoid about his own safety. If he was helping her, why would he have been
worried?” He wouldn’t have had me hide the package or tell Lena to shred the
contents, because there wouldn’t have been anyone trying to catch him.


“It was a joke,” Lena sneers. “I heard them talking about it
when I was down there. Boston thought it was his father who was sneaking stuff
inside the school for him.”


“He told me his dad passed away years ago,” I tell her. 


Besides, how could anyone have lied to a talented Veritatis
like Boston without him knowing it? Boston would have caught on as soon as the
words came out of their mouths.


Lena answers my unspoken question. “I’m sure they didn’t
exactly say it. From the way they were talking, Boston’s father was murdered. I
presume it was by the people running the school. Boston could have thought his
father faked his own death. Think about it; don’t you think he’d have wanted to
believe that?”


 I don’t answer.
“My aunt even drove me to see their smashed-up car. She brought me to the
coroner’s office. But I wasn’t allowed to see the bodies because I was just a
kid.” 


Everything Lena is telling us makes me nervous. All it would
take is the wrong set of ears to overhear her, and we could all be dragged off
to one of those solitary confinement rooms.


Thankfully, the crowd has thinned—most people are
already inside the cafeteria. The Tempero outside of the cafeteria is chatting
with one of the more attractive women working today. She gives him a big,
toothy grin as he talks away. Glensy steps out in front of Lena again, and the
three of us form a small, huddled circle.


Glensy cocks his head to the side, looking at Lena. “Why
would they talk about Boston and his dad in front of you?” he asks.


“Because,” she says, glancing down at her hip. She runs a
hand lightly over her shirt, patting her waistband. “I wasn’t supposed to
survive. Why not?”


“Boston’s dad worked at the school. Why would they kill
him?” He sounds cautious, although thankfully not hostile. 


“Do you not remember his dad?” Lena asks earnestly.


“Yeah?” Glensy says slowly.


 “He was the
teacher that would get students books, magazines, you know, the stuff we
couldn’t get from the school. The men that were talking about him also
mentioned a stage three senior that Boston’s dad had gotten into some big
trouble. I knew who they were talking about because he was the first student to
be awarded early placement.”


 Glensy shakes
his head. “Yeah, I remember him too. He was my idol back when I was a stage
two.”


Lena nods. “Boston’s dad had to have been giving students
the same kind of proof that Boston had gotten for me. His dad’s death, early
placement becoming a thing—it all happened close to the same time. They
must have figured out that Boston’s father was giving information to students
at the school that they didn’t want getting out.” Lena is still watching
Glensy. “The first guy that got early placement was one of our best Dyna at the
time, and everyone liked him; he ruled the school,” she says, looking at me.
She must know that this is the first time I’ve heard any of this. “The school
couldn’t have their best soon-to-be graduate spreading doubt to other seniors,
so they got rid of Boston’s dad and implemented early placement for good
students.” Lena and Glensy share a look. They both seem to be somewhere else
for a second, probably reliving their own glory days as the popular students
everyone wanted to be before everything went to hell. Lena pulls at her shirt
hem. 


“It does kind of make sense,” Glensy says slowly, looking at
me. “There were older guys I was sure would make early placement, I mean beasts
of dudes, and it never happened. But, then a Veritatis and then a Tempero would
get it, back to back, with no explanation.”


I’ve had a lot of time to get to know Glensy since the raid.
He isn’t dumb, but his parents trusted the school enough to keep him there just
about year-round, and he trusted his parents. It didn’t take me long to notice
things were off at the school, but I hadn’t been there long. Besides, Glensy
had been going to The Academy for years, so he didn’t have much to compare it
to. 


Once we were relocated from the hospital attack, McBride had
allowed everyone to call home the day after the raid. Glensy hadn’t been able
to reach his parents the day after the raid. Mitch had told me later that there
were quite a few other kids with the same issue, which is why McBride’s school,
The Southern Academy ended up with so many new students after the raid. From
the sounds of it, there had been no other place to take them. Glensy at least
had enough contact with his parents before the raid to know that they were out
of the country working as personal bodyguards for a United States diplomat. Not
usually out of the country for any more than a couple months at a time, Glensy
is expecting them to return to the States soon. Glensy is one of the lucky ones
who was able to keep in contact with his family while he was at The Academy.
I’ve never worked up the courage to ask him if that meant his parents were once
Rogues, but that’s what I assume. Knowing what I know now, it seems like the
people like Lia who ran our old school had a tendency of cleaning up loose
ends; Loose ends being any of their students non-rogue relatives. Lena’s lucky
that Lia didn’t actually kill her parents, family or not. In hindsight, I can
see now that my old school was only focused on its strongest students, which,
with only the exception of a few like Boston who were at the top of their class
ability-wise, meant that Dynamar got all of the attention at the expense of the
other students.


Glensy is smiling now. It’s the Tempero down the hall. I
hadn’t realized it, but I’m smiling too. I hate being worked over. Lena is
digging her nails into her arm again. She’s grinning, but it doesn’t reach her
eyes.


“The really bad days down there,” she says, still smiling as
Glensy and I look at her, “were the ones when I saw other students being taken
to and from the cells. The second time I saw Howard was the worst. The first
time I saw him, they had him question me. He was skinny, but he didn’t look bad.
He did a good job. With the questions.” Her grin turns into a smile showing us
her still white teeth. “He caught me in a lie when he asked if I had been
questioning the school’s authenticity, and he covered for me. The next time I
saw him, it looked like he hadn’t eaten in weeks.” Her smile fades as she tilts
her head down to examine her arm. She’s dug the small nails of her index and
middle finger deep enough to leave deep red marks. “He was being brought to his
cell. Right after him, I saw two younger boys, twins, being taken out of their
cells. They both looked almost as rough as Howard.” Lena glances up. “That’s
what was going to happen to me.” 


“We got one of the twins out,” Glensy says solemnly. “He was
still in intensive care when we left the hospital. I asked about him when Mr.
McBride had me brought back to the hospital for treatment of my migraines.”


Lena nods. “There were at least ten students down there,
thanks to Boston. He was weeding out the bad seeds for them the entire time.” 


I know the twins they’re talking about. The day I met
Boston, he was serving in-school-suspension with the two of them. They had the
cute twin thing down pat. All three of them were pulling janitor duty together
at the welcome center where Anne and I first arrived before we were
transitioned onto the main campus. I’d heard that Boston had been caught giving
the boys nudie magazines. Before, Boston had enjoyed doing favors for people.
He had even got some jewelry for Anne once, saying that it was from me, after
I’d told him how she wouldn’t stop talking about the necklace that he’d gotten
for his girlfriend, Zoey. He wasn’t as close to Anne as I was, being that she
was a stage two and therefore not in any of our classes, but I think he felt
the same brotherly responsibility towards her as I did. I’m happy that I got to
see her open it. I had never seen her as genuinely happy. Coming from foster
care, I think it may have been one of the first decent presents she had ever
received. I wish she’d been around long enough for me to have gotten something
for her birthday or Christmas. I wish I knew when her birthday was. Even now
that she’s gone, I’d like to celebrate it. 


“They mentioned your family too,” Lena says. My eyes snap
back to her, but she isn’t looking at me. 


Glensy moves closer, his eyes narrowing. “What did they say,
exactly?” 


Shrill squeals from the boys’ barracks cause Lena to jump.
The Dyna that shares a bunk bed with Glensy runs out, screaming, “Glensy!
Kelly! Hurry!”


Lena quickly steps away from us, Glensy’s eyes darting
between her and the kid. She turns her back, striding quickly back to the other
barracks. In my peripheral vision, I see that the Tempero is finally off his
stool, walking towards us. 


I take off for the barracks as the kid turns around, pulling
Glensy after me. 


“Hurry!” the kid repeats again, jogging down the hall. “It’s
Boston!”


We run after him, the remainder of the pulsing
Tempero-induced positivity fading behind us. 











Chapter 10




When Glensy and I skid into the barracks, Boston is hanging
by his neck from the top railing of our bunk bed. 


“Find something to cut him down!” Glensy shouts at the two
young boys standing there and staring. The small part of my brain that’s not
panicking assumes they must have been using the bathroom or else they too would
be in the cafeteria by now. 


The kid who had gotten us is running down the hall screaming
for more assistance. Boston’s eyes are half open, but there’s no life to them.
I grab his legs and lift. Glensy jumps on the frame of the bottom bunk,
struggling to reach Boston’s neck. He pulls at the sheet tied around Boston’s
neck, swearing between grunts. “Hurry up!” he yells at the boys .


Four people run in the room. Dr. Baudin is at the forefront
with the Tempero from the cafeteria, and the woman he was talking with behind
him. Behind all of them is a Rogue Dynamar who can see over all of their heads.
He pauses as soon as he sees Boston. Dr. Baudin is quick to action running up
to face me, grabbing one of Boston’s legs and helping me hoist him higher. With
the Tempero’s help, our panic subsides. Glensy’s shaky hands steady, but the
knots won’t give.


Dr. Baudin shoots a look at the Rogue Dyna who has stopped
behind him looking over Boston’s body in our arms as if he can’t figure out
what he should do. “Give me your knife,” Baudin demands. The man rips at his
front pocket and pulls out a small pocket knife, its serrated blade coming to a
piercing spear point tip. 


He doesn’t hand it over to Dr. Baudin. Instead, he climbs
onto the bottom bunk railing beside me and cuts feverishly on the twisted
sheet.


The Tempero ushers out the boys who have backed away from
the scene. As they leave, more Rogues roll a gurney in. 


The sheet finally gives way. We direct Boston’s limp body
onto the gurney. His eyes are lifeless as his heads flops side to side from the
makeshift noose finally being pulled off. Someone checks his pulse. He isn’t
breathing. I hear my own heartbeat in my ears. A lady in scrubs climbs on top
of Boston. With a knee on either side of Boston’s stomach, she gives him chest
compressions as two others roll the gurney out. 


Dr. Baudin is left standing at the end of the bunk bed,
staring at me. He gives me a slow, disappointed shake of the head. Leaning down
to the floor, he picks up the discarded sheet and balls it up with sharp, angry
motions as he tosses it from one hand to the other. 


A Rogue says something, and I think he’s talking to me, but
I don’t hear a thing. Glensy follows him out the room, and I follow. Once in
the corridor, I can’t help but stare over my shoulder at the gurney as it’s
pushed the opposite way down the hall. Boston is rolled out of sight. 



 


 


 

Glensy and I are brought into a part of the complex neither
of us have seen before, through a set of double doors.


We walk into a large, open room with a high ceiling. Across
the floor are evenly-spaced mats a few feet apart laid out as if for wrestling,
a circle taped off in the middle of each one. Against the far wall is a shiny
metal staircase that goes all the way up to a platform overlooking the whole
room. 


None of us have had much physical exercise here besides the
spur of the moment burpee contest Glensy and I had against some of the younger
guys in our barracks. Seeing all this space so close to our living quarters
doesn’t help my mood, but the pounding in my ears has quieted.


The Dynamar who used his knife to cut Boston down instructs
us to go to the other side of the room where a reflective glass is set in the
wall and stand in front of it. Someone who doesn’t know better might mistake it
for a mirror, but it’s not. The glass is impeded in the wall that only makes
sense if it were a two-way mirror for someone to watch those in this room
without being seen.


The Dyna leaves us, closing the double doors with a loud
clank before Glensy or I reach the mirror. Hearing the doors shut, we both stop
and turn, unnerved. 


 “You think they
use this space as a modern day gas chamber?”


Glensy looks around. “Why the mats, then?”


“So it doesn’t hurt so bad when we fall out.”


Glensy nods, pointing up to the corner of the room where a
camera is mounted. “It helps them sleep easier at night knowing we didn’t hit
the hard floor in our last moments alive.”


The knob-less door next to the two-way mirror opens as we
approach. A guy backs into the room wearing slacks and a crisp long sleeve,
button down shirt, his bulky shoulders entering well before his head. Glensy
halts as the guy steps backward out from the doorway clumsily grasping for the
edge of the door with on hand. He has the pointer finger of his other hand
half-way in one of his ears. I can’t tell if he’s adjusting an earpiece or is
just digging for wax. 


I don’t recognize him at first, but it’s clear that Glensy
does. 


“Got it,” he says to someone on the other side of the door.
“Er, yes sir.” Recognition slowly dawns as I examine his profile. He was a
student with us at The Academy. I can’t remember ever exchanging one word with
the guy, but he was in our grade and ran in the same circle as Glensy. He and
Glensy were part of Abby and Mase Heincliff’s clique, pre-raid. He never
dressed this sharp at school, and I can’t tell if it’s the fitted shirt that
makes his shoulders look so much bigger than I remember or if he’s been hitting
the gym more. Staring at him, I can’t help but wonder if he’s always had such
an tiny head.


When he gives us his full attention, he is equally surprised
to see Glensy. He clears his throat. “You have to face the mirror.”


I stand between Glensy and the guy, facing the mirror.


He instructs each of us to recount our day, beginning with
the time we woke. I go first. I speak to him, although I look at the mirror. I
explain that Boston was upset when he returned to our room, skipping over his
nonsensical babbling. I say that Glensy and I left him to rest, purposely
leaving Lena out. 


Once I finish, it’s Glensy’s turn. His morning is almost
identical to mine. To my amusement, he goes into great detail about his midday
bowel movement, trying to describe to us the precise color and consistency.
After a good few images, his buddy stops him. When Glensy gets to the part
where Lena appeared at the entrance to our barracks he falters. He had listened
to my recap of the day, so he knows he needs to keep her out of this. 


I cover his pause by stepping closer to the mirror to give
it a scrutinizing glare. “Why are we being asked to do this?” I point at
the mirror and then to Glensy’s old mate. “You are the reason Boston hurt
himself,” I bark at the mirror, although I only see myself. 


I turn my attention to the Rogue that I can see, giving the
one-way mirror my back. “He was fine until YOU did whatever it is you do to
break people, good people.” At this, he moves one foot back to angle himself at
me sideways, as if readying for a fight. I take a cautious step toward him, and
he raises his hands, showing me his palms as if to calm me. But I know that if
I were to swing at him he’s ready to block me. I don’t swing at him, but I
sorely want to. “You’re scum.” 


I’m hit emotionally by a Tempero not concerned with
discretion who must be watching us from the other side of the mirror due. I
watch as the tension in the muscular guy’s body melts away so swiftly that his
shoulders drop a couple of inches. I clinch my jaw, forcing myself to relax,
but all I want to do is fight. “You’re lucky,” I tell him through my teeth. But
the muscular guy is too glazed over to register my threat. Glensy eyes are
half-shut and he’s teetering a little on his feet. 


I’m doing my best to glare at the Dyna until his eyes narrow
on my again letting me know that his grogginess is fading. He looks around me
to ask Glensy, “Did you see Boston hang himself?”


He asks the question as if he didn’t know who Boston was, as
if Boston hadn’t joked around with him when we were all simple students wanting
to graduate and start our lives. Boston had joked around with everyone at our
school. This guy was in our grade and in the popular crowd; there’s no way he
hadn’t rubbed elbows with him on several occasions. 


I have to work to loosen my jaw. I can’t let this guy make
me snap when there is no telling who is watching on the other side of the
mirror, or the camera on the other end of the room.


Glensy answers. “No. One of the younger guys, a stage two,
yelled for Kelly and me to get in the boys barracks after it had happened. For
all I know, one of you maggots did it to him,” he says, pointing as
aggressively at the Dyna’s chest as I had. 


At the word ‘maggots’ I smile, happy that Glensy isn’t
effected enough by the Tempero to throw a decent insult. 


I hadn’t thought about anyone other than Boston making that
noose. Glensy and I had been close enough to the barracks that we would have
seen one of them coming and going from our barracks while we were talking to Lena.
Maybe they didn’t physically do anything, but they could have expected what a
trigger it would be for Boston to find he was used to weed the skeptics at The
Academy, and how guilty he would feel for their deaths. It’s about warped
enough to fit these peoples’ method of operation; bring someone down low enough
that they do the job for you.


Without responding to Glensy, the Dyna nods to the glass.
“Thank you for your cooperation,” he tells us. “I’ll escort you out.”



 


 


 

Before we’re halfway across the large room, the double doors
swing open. A group of nine or so guys, all our age, walk in all wearing
identical gray shirts and sweat pants. I recognize all but three faces. Like
the guy walking us out, they are all Dynamar and all from our previous school. They
must have let a lot more students survive during the raid than I had thought. 


“You don’t want to stick around for some hand-to-hand
combat?” One of them asks me giving me smug grin. I was in the same classes as
most of these guys. We played football together, shared notes from physics
class, but now they’re Rogues, each and every one of them. Maybe they were all
along. 


Seeing each of them eye me like vultures reminds me how
fortunate I am that Glensy didn’t fall in line with all of them the day of the
raid. Glensy’s best friend had been Mase, Lia Heincliff’s son. Given the
situation, I don’t know that I’d have blamed him if he had given me and Boston
a big cianara and joined up. But he hadn’t. Every student had an assigned
evacuation site, and on the day of the raid it became clear who the Rogues
considered expendable and who they didn’t. Glensy hadn’t made it to his
evacuation site the day of the raid; if he had, he would have gotten a gun and
been told to shoot on command. Because Mase was on their side, they had planned
on Glensy being on their side, doing what he was told, but he never made it.
When he witnessed students being shot at without care by school faculty he hid
until he ran into Boston and me.


I was assigned to evacuate towards the marsh south of
campus. I still don’t know if they would’ve expected me to join up or if it was
just a kill site, but I’ve decided that I’m fine with not knowing. 


I eye the guys hanging at the back of the group. Two of the
guys who were in Dr. Baudin’s class with me won’t make eye contact with me,
which I take as a good sign. It renews my faith a little, and it makes me hate
myself a little less for being friendly with them in school. Maybe the raid
forced them to go the Rogue route. It could have been a join-or-die type of
decision.


Lia had tried to get me to join her side the day of the raid
in the stage one building when I caught her instructing her son, Mase to shoot
the remaining little kids who Anne was trying to protect. Lucky for me, I had
my own gun. There are plenty of Dynamar from my old school who wouldn’t have
needed a death threat to join a bunch of murdering bastards.


One of the double doors behind the Rogues swings open. As if
I had summoned the devil himself, Mase Heincliff walks in with an adult, the
instructor of the group carrying a clipboard and wearing a whistle around his
neck. 


Mase holds his head up triumphantly when he sees Glensy and
me. He looks like a rabid dog baring his teeth as he grins at me. “How’s Anne?”
he asks. Lia had shot Anne as Lia and Mase were fleeing. Anne died protecting
those stage ones.


Through tight lips I hiss, “Anne is a hero.” 


Glensy also tenses at the mention of Anne’s name. He was
there with me when she died. He also fought them, trying to protect Anne and
the other kids. 


Glensy rolls his shoulders back. “You should be asking Kelly
how your mom’s doing.” I notice that none of the other guys are even pretending
to ignore us anymore. They stand idle by their mats, their heads turned toward
us even as some avert their eyes. Mase’s grin falters. Glensy chuckles coldly
at him. “Or how that pretty sister of yours is doing. The last I saw her she
was crying over your mom like a pathetic, little bit—” Mase charges. 


The Dynas near him are quick. They grab him, keeping him from
lunging at us. Mase lets out a feral groan. The instructor calls out behind
them, “That’s enough.” 


Hands unclasp from Mase’s shoulders. He shrugs them off.
This has been a long time coming. If he isn’t going to follow through, then I
will. 


There must still be a Tempero watching behind the mirror,
because I’m hit once again with an overwhelming sense of docility. The
atmosphere in the room calms. I hear the knob-less door by the one-way mirror
opening. Out of the corner of my eye, a woman enters the room. With every step
she takes, the more intense the emotions become. I want to tell her, “I get it,
you’re good,” but she doesn’t matter. I have a score to settle.


I move toward the group of Dynas calmly, and I manage to get
myself right next to Mase. With the Tempero now in the room he has all but
forgotten about me and Glensy. I get shoulder to shoulder with him, facing the
petite, older woman with the ability of several Tempero.


“Anne died a hero,” I whisper loud enough for him to hear
before I turn and throw the first punch. 


None of his friends are holding onto him anymore, so my blow
knocks him backwards, nearly banging into a smaller guy. I give Mase a split
second to right himself. When he lowers his hand from his face, I land the next
set of punches as fast as I can, knowing it’s only a matter of time before I’m
dragged away. I want him to experience every ounce of pain that Anne felt, but
there isn’t enough that I could do to him with my bare hands. 


He tries to deflect my next swing by throwing his weight
into me. He wraps his arms around mine to pin my fists between our bodies, but
he can’t block the Tempero like I can. I take a handful of his gray shirt and
then pull him in, slamming my forehead into the bridge of his nose. Blood
sprays across his shirt as he cries out. 


My pulse thumps in my ears again, but this time I take
pleasure in the steady rhythm. Hands latch onto my shoulders. I wrap my hand
around the back of Mase’s neck and slam him forward, my knee flying up to meet
his face. 


He turns his head to the side at the last second. His temple
makes contact with my knee. He falls to the ground as more hands grab at me. 


I feel a pinch in one of my arms, and then the other. I
lunge for Mase, who scoots himself back on the floor. 


What a coward. 


My vision starts to blur, and suddenly my arms feel heavy.
Keeping my head up is an effort. I try to grab at him again, but the injections
leave me feeling a hundred pounds heavier. 



 


 


 

I wake up to a hearty headache. 


I’m sprawled out across a couch in a decent-sized office
that smells of cigar smoke and leather. The decorations adoring the space are
expensive. The rich navy blue walls highlight the various encased sports and
weaponry memorabilia. A sleek flat screen television is mounted between two
baseballs and plaques with tiny pictures of baseball teams on them. The only
way it could be any manlier is if there were a giant buck head mounted to one
of the walls. 


I run my hand over my face, checking for injuries.
Satisfied, I check the rest of my head while I’m at it. I find a good-sized
knot on one side before turning slowly onto my back. The couch is hard, and
immediately I notice the tightness in my muscles. Right above me, over the
couch is a huge set of antlers. I rub my temples. “You may have hit you head
when you passed out,” a man’s voice says.


I startle slightly at the sound. I sit up carefully to see
who’s talking to me. 


He’s on the other side of the office, no one that I
recognize. He walks over, holding out a bottle of water. He chuckles with the
wrinkles around his mouth deepening, “Who are we kidding; they probably dropped
you.” 


I take the water, giving the older man a thorough once over.
He is close to my grandmother’s age. His pants are synched under a slightly
protruding belly. If he was ever into any of the sports that he has displayed
in his office, he hasn’t played in a long, long time.


He takes a seat on the couch next to my feet, way too close
for my liking. He crosses one leg over the other, leaning back comfortably. 


He simply watches me for a moment. The silence and the
staring makes me even more uncomfortable. Self-consciously, I twist off the top
of the water bottle and bring it to my lips. 


“Or perhaps that Heincliff kid got a swing in on you,” he
says as I take a swig. 


“Fat chance.” I watch my hand as I twist the lid back on,
wondering if I should’ve just been quiet. He could be Mase’s grandfather for
all I know.


 “Well, I’ll see
to it that it won’t happen again. We don’t treat our guests that way.” 


Guest? Does he think I’m an idiot? Does he not know what
happened to Boston?


“You were out for a few hours. How are you feeling?”


I rub the knot on the side of my head. It’s not too bad, but
it sure feels like they let me hit the ground when I blacked out. I look at my
hands and arms next. One arm has a bandage in the crease of my elbow. “Did you
take my blood?”


He nods. “For testing.” 


We stare at each other. “You see, you have something…we all
do.” He uncrosses his legs, and then stands. “You, my young man, are lucky enough
to be one of us who has a lot of it.” He grins. “And I’d like to see how much.”



He takes a pack of cigarettes off of the lamp stand by the
couch. He takes a cigarette out and then passes me the pack. Gran would eat him
for lunch if she saw. When my grandmother hosted bridge club at our house, she
would take out “no smoking” signs that she kept in the hall closet and hang
them inside the screen door. As if the ladies hadn’t been coming over for years
and didn’t already know. 


 “I’m trying to
quit,” I say sarcastically. 


He nods and the pack is returned to its home on the lamp
stand. He rolls his cigarette between his thumb and pointer finger, looking
straight at it as he stands in front of me. “It’s a bad habit.” With that, he
takes a lighter from his pocket. 


He picks up an ashtray as he makes his way to the
refurbished, wooden desk where he had been sitting when I first awoke. He grabs
a remote from the desk and turns back to face me. Propping his hip casually
against the front of his desk, he points the remote at the flat screen
television hanging on the wall between us turning it on.


I see a recording of Glensy and me, the mats on the floor
behind us – we’re looking straight at the camera. It’s the view from the
opposite side of the one-way mirror I never saw. They were recording us. There
is no sound as our mouths move on the screen. Seeing myself on the television
looking at the camera as if I knew it was there is disorienting.


The old man fast-forwards as I tell the camera about my day,
and then Glensy follows. The recording cuts out as we turn away from the camera
and begin walking toward the double doors. 


“Here we go,” he says, and then stops fast forwarding. The
recording flips on again. 


Mase and I haven’t started fighting yet, but it’s about to
happen. Mase lunges, and again I see his buddies grab him. 


The man fast-forwards until the Tempero woman enters, this
time unmuting the TV. 


The Tempero woman, standing at the side of the group, turns
to the one-way mirror, apparently surprised, as I punch the hell of out Mase.
People run into the room. A woman in scrubs, the same one who was giving Boston
chest compressions on the gurney, is one of those who comes jogging through the
double doors. She gives me the first injection, and after a pause, stabs the
needle into my other arm. 


He pauses the video. “That was an impressive show you put
on. That Seraphim right there,” with the remote, he points at the Tempero woman
staring at the mirror, “is one of my best.” He sets the remote down next to him
on the desk. “So tell me,” he says, leaning in toward me. “How did you do it?”


I shrug, looking at the screen. I see myself passing out,
several angry Seraphim standing around me. Glensy has been pushed to the back
of the group and is struggling to see what’s going on. The old man waits
patiently, raising his eyebrows. I try to think of something I can say that
will satisfy him easily, but I come up blank. His stare is grave. 


“I really really don’t like that guy,” I say of Mase
with a weak smile.


The man crosses his arms, his expression darkening. “Stand
up.” 


I slowly rise from the couch. He reaches behind himself and
I tense. He takes a manila folder from off of the desk and opens it slowly. He
then flips through it, scanning a couple pages as I sit uncomfortably. “You
were at the raid,” he states, not raising his head. “Did your dislike of young
Mr. Heincliff arise from that day’s events?”


I cross my arms around my chest. I know I need to keep my
temper at bay, but that won’t happen if he pushes Anne’s death. From our short
conversation and this nice office, I know that this is not a man I want to
fight. I would win of course, but I am sure I would pay for it. Everything
about this place screams “The Boss.”


“Who are you?” I ask.


He squares his shoulders. “You can call me Mr. Kian. Now, did
the Heincliff boy say something to set you off today?”


“It didn’t help,” I admit.


He flips back a few pages in the folder. “How long were you
a student at the school?”


Months. “Less than
a year.” 


Kian runs his finger down before flipping to the next page.
“Interesting….” He continues reading while I shift uncomfortably from one foot
to the other.


Finally, after a while longer, I ask, “What do you want with
me?” 


He snaps the folder shut. My hands instinctively ball into
fists. 


Boston and Mick, my other closest friend from The Academy,
had both warned me not to ever show my talent for blocking out Tempero. They
had told me that I shouldn’t be able to do something like that. They were
right, and I am about to learn the consequences. I give a quick glance over the
top of his desk searching for signs of a weapon he could be planning on using
on me. 


“I need people like you,” he says, his eyes fixed on mine. “Working
here for me.” 


The muscles in my hand slacken, then clench again. I look
for some sign that he’s kidding, but there’s none. “You want me, to work for
you?”


“It’s not such a bad thing,” he says, looking back at the
folder. He withdraws a page. “Your mother was in The Movement when she lived in
Aurora.” He hands me a printed photograph of three rows of young faces smiling
for the camera. It’s easy to recognize my mother third from the left on the
front row. Her smile is the same as it is in every photograph Gran had of her
and me before my mother’s death. Her smile is wide and toothy. A taller man on
the right of her has his arm draped over her shoulder smiling as widely as she
is. “Your mother was exceptional,” Kian says, watching me stare at her face,
“and so was your father.”


Him bringing up my father is a shock. I try not to show it,
but the way his eyes are gleaming when I look up at him I know that he can
tell. I’ve never known who my father was. Gran had told me that my mom was
pregnant when she returned home from college. My mother had described the
situation to Gran that it was a boyfriend who didn’t want a family and had
already ended the relationship when she found out about me.


He tilts his head at me. “Did no one at your school show
you?” I stare back at him trying to guess where this is going. Is a man about
to walk in and tell me he’s my father? I glance at the door. Kian has another
page out of the folder when I look back. “Here you go,” he says, offering me
the page, “someone should have already given you this.” I offer him the
photograph back as I take the next page. “You can keep it,” he says. 


“I know what my mother looks like,” I tell him, holding it
out for him. 


“But not your father.” I look down at the page he just gave
me. Three DNA sequences are marked showing my sequence in the middle with
Dianne Edwards’s sequence above mine, and Donovan Andler’s at the bottom.
Donovan, I’ve seen that name before. When I had known Gradney as Mr. Grad at
The Academy he’d written two names with a question mark at the end in my family
tree when I had left the line for my father’s name blank; Donovan and Mitchell.
On this, it shows that my mother is my mother and Donovan Andler is my father
with ninety-nine percent certainty.


I flip back to the photograph. “And this guy next to my mom
is him?”


“It is. He had great potential,” Kian says. I lift the
photograph closer to my face. He’s a good-looking guy, and my mom and him do
look happy. “It was a tragedy when he died in that house fire.” I glance up at
Kian over the photo. I want to ask him if Rogues caused the fire, but the way
he’s staring at him like he’s wanting me to ask him question I think better of
it. I turn my attention back to the printed photo.


“You’re the future, Kelly. With your help, we can move our
people forward.” I lower the pages to look at him. Now I know why I’m here. He
wants me to work for him. I’m not a Veritatis, so all of this could be one big
lie. The photo does have my mother in it, but I don’t know if that’s really
Donovan standing next to her, or if he’s actually my father. This could all be
staged. Kian smiles at me mistaking my looking at him for interest in what he’s
saying. “You would be at the forefront of the revolution of our kind.” He looks
up at the television. “Dynamar like Mr. Heincliff would follow your every
order.”


On the screen, Mase is on his hands and knees as I tower
over him. This dude thinks bossing Mase around sounds appealing to me. Maybe it
does a little, but I’d rather beat his face in.


I can’t help it; I sneer. “I’d send him walking off the edge
of a cliff. You know that, right?” His smile fades. “Here,” I say, shoving the
two pages toward him. “You can keep those.” “I don’t want them.” I hold them
out closer to him shaking them a little for him to take them. I don’t want him
to think I owe him for these two lousy pieces of paper. If Donovan is my father
and he’s dead, than I’m still right where I was before, parentless.


Kian takes them, scratching his upper lip with his left
thumb. “Anger is a strong motivator.” He sets them haphazardly on his desk with
my folder. He walks around his desk and stops at the corner, opening one of the
top drawers. He pulls out two more folders. “Do you know these two?” he asks as
he leafs through the top folder.


I can see the picture in his hands before I’ve taken it from
him. It is my friend Mick and his ex-girlfriend Jessica. Her head is tilted
back and her mouth wide open, laughing.


“You know we went to school together,” I say, my voice
empty. He’s switching tactics since showing me my parents didn’t work for him.


“And?”


I pause wondering how many folders this guy has on the
people I know. “And Mick was my roommate. I had classes with Jessica.” 


I hand it back to him, taking care to seem uninterested. But
if Kian’s done his research, he knows that Mick and Boston were my closest
friends. Jessica, a Dynamar like me, was in my ability advancement group at
first. We were the only two upperclassmen, her for her in ability to be a team
player, and me for being brand new to the Seraphim world. Her parents had
worked at the school, which I think is why she was finally moved into a class
with students her age. I would have to assume that her parents were Rogues like
most of the faculty, but I know for sure Jessica wasn’t. 


“Would you like to see them?” he offers.


I shake my head, although it makes my headache worse. 


On the day of the raid, Mick took off to the marsh where we
had learned that Rogues were ambushing students and was the evacuation site for
a stage one Mick was determined to get out of there. Jessica followed while
Boston and I went on a search for weapons. We heard gun shots shortly
afterward. Jessica may still be alive because of who her parents were, I guess,
but even if she did make it out of the marsh, I’m not going to go along with
whatever this guy is playing at.


He set the folder down, placing the photograph of Mick and
Jessica on top of it. “Follow me,” he says, walking to the door.


We leave the office and go down a short corridor to an
unmarked door that has a keypad above the doorknob. The man enters numbers on
the keypad. The door opens to a stairwell. 


“You won’t tell anyone.” It’s not a question. 


We go up one floor, where every step causes my head to ache
more. He has to use a keypad again to open the next door. 


After I follow him through the doorway, I can see natural
light mixed in with the fluorescent bulbs. It’s not a very obvious difference
when you get to see daylight regularly, but when you haven’t been outside for a
while, it’s the first thing you notice. 


As we walk past the windows, I’m drawn to the light like a
hungry plant. When I see what’s around the building I step closer, not
believing what I see. 


We are in the middle of a city. 


I don’t recognize the buildings closest to us, nor the
skyline. We’re too high up for me to make out any street signs. I try not
making it too obvious how much the outside world interests me. 


We turn down another hallway, leaving the windows behind and
entering a hall full of offices. People are dressed in a mix of workout and
business attire, those dressed more casually look more relaxed than the others
who stroll past us. We get to yet another door with a keypad. It seems that
every hall has at least one door with a keypad. This time, the keypad has a
cover over its buttons giving the user complete privacy. 


Kian opens the door but holds up a hand behind him, leaving
me waiting in the hall. 


“Shut off six thru twelve,” he says into the room. I can
hear movement from behind the door. After a minute, he lowers his hand. The
room has gone quiet. “Come on in.” 


I walk in to a surveillance room. Two men are sitting at
desks facing a dozen screens. The one that’s five or so inches shorter than the
other has a control panel in front of him while the bigger guy, obviously a Dyna
judging by his size, sits back watching the high resolution screens. The middle
screen is bigger than the rest surrounding it, and as I stare at the image, I
realize that the man on screen is Dr. Baudin. His hands are moving around
wildly as he speaks to the three men and two women who seem to be listening
intently. The smaller screens, besides the three that are turned off, are
showing a large common area with multiple lounging areas from multiple angles.
Including the one Dr. Baudin is on. 


Kian leans over the seated Dyna, watching the screens. “Go
in tight on these two,” he says, pointing at screen number two. 


The image of Baudin on the larger screen flips to screen
two’s feed. “Recognize them?”


Mick and Jessica are suddenly in clear view of the surveillance,
walking hand-in-hand in the common area. Each lounging area has its own
television, and in the backdrop I see kids playing a video games on some of
them, a few others egging them on. I lean in closer. A woman walks into the
frame. Mick drops Jessica’s hand as the woman stops them. Jessica pulls Mick in
closer, and the woman turns so that I can see the side of her face. It’s
Jessica’s mom. Her mom tucks a loose strand of Jessica’s hair behind her ear.
Jessica follows the trail of her mother’s hand smoothing her hair further.
Jessica smiles, and the three of them head for a group of Seraphim their age,
holding hands again. “Can I see them, in person?”


 “Of course.
Presuming you agree to work with me.”


I lean away from the screens. “I watched people that I cared
about die because you decided that they were expendable. Showing me that my
friends are alive isn’t going to change that.” 


The two men monitoring the screens stand abruptly as I take
a step closer to the old man. I look at all three of them. I’m not scared of
them, not even the Dynamar. 


“You might as well tie a noose around my neck and throw me
off the roof, because I will never work for you.”


Kian turns to the two men, still calm as ever. “Give us a
minute.” 


The Dyna grabs a pistol from under the desk and hands it to
the old man. After a nod, he leaves the room, the shorter man following. 


With a gun at play I decide taking a step back some isn’t a
bad idea. Maybe I should just follow the two men out. Maybe I could find the
common area before the old man and the other two catch up to me. He’ll shoot me
in front of all of them, and then Mick will know what kind of people he and
Jessica are surrounding themselves with. 


Kian holds the gun casually at his right side, pointed at
the ground. “You’re passionate. I was the same way as a young man.”


I’m not sure what to say. “Thank you?”


“You will change. Your passion will either grow into an
insatiable hunger or it will fade, leaving you a sad whisper of the man you
could have been. There will always be innocence lost,” he continues. “With your
help, though, lives like his will be safe.” On the screen, I see Mick put his
arm around Jessica before the old man turns it off. He taps the side of the gun
against his thigh. “You will demonstrate to me and my associates how you were
able to fight despite my Tempero. And, with my help you will become the best.”


“No.”


“No?” 


I cautiously shake my head at him, waiting for the pistol to
point in my direction. I watch as his hold on the gun tightens. 


“I don’t think we’re understanding each other. You see, you
are important to me, but if you refuse my offer, you become a liability.”
Behind me, someone raps gently on the other side of the door. He lets out a hot
breath that smells of cigarettes before pushing past me. The door is unlocked
from the other side, and it opens just enough for me to catch a glimpse of the
Dyna. His eyes are averted. In a hushed voice, he says, “He’s stable.” 


“Turn on camera eight,” Kian tells me crisply, shutting the
door in the Dyna’s face. 


He is right behind me as I go to the surveillance screens on
the wall and flip on the screen that has the number eight written on the
corner. I get a flash of Kian’s wicked, one-sided grin reflecting in the
screen, I feel the heat of his body right behind me.


Camera number eight shows some sort of long hospital wing.
There are multiple beds lining either wall. There are drapes hanging between
every bed, but none of them are pulled away from the wall to give privacy.
Boston is in one of the few occupied beds; I see him clearly and immediately.
He is close to the surveillance system panning the beds in the wing. I lean in
to the screen as the camera moves over him.


The old man reaches around me, pressing number eight on the
keyboard in front of me. The camera stops panning to freeze on Boston. They
have him hooked up to machines, and for a painful moment I’m reminded of our
brief stay at a real hospital. But some of the Rogue nurses that have been
treating me are moving around in the background of the wing. I have seen some
of them strolling past the barracks. Despite the looks of Boston’s
surroundings, he is still being held somewhere in this building.


The blood pressure cuff around his upper arm gets a reading
and red numbers light up the device that it’s connected to. His pulse and blood
pressure rate fluctuates, but he’s alive. 


“What are you going to do to him?” 


“We’re going to take care of him.”


I look back at the old man sharply, but then realize what he
means. They are actually going to care for Boston, not kill him. “You aren’t
going to hurt him?” I ask, for clarification.


“Why on earth would we do that? Your friend has proven to be
extremely useful,” he says, looking thoroughly confused.


I know exactly what he means by useful. Boston never would
have been “useful” if he knew what was happening to Lena and all the others. 


Does he plan to keep exploiting him if he wakes up? 


Does he really think that after this, Boston would still be
willing to help them, now that he knows? And what is he going to do to himself
next time? 


Without much further thought, I blurt out, “I’ll work for
you, under one condition.”


The man’s gray brows wrinkles with intrigue. “And what would
that be?”


“Let them go.”


“Pardon?”


“Boston, Glensy, Lena, all of them returned safe and sound
to Mr. McBride.”


“All of them,” he repeats pulling one of the chairs out from
under the desk.


“All of them,” I repeat. 


He collapses in the chair. “I wish that were a possibility.
However, some of the Seraphim we saved from that bus can only get the treatment
they require from my team of specialists; others have parents who are here.
You’re asking me to pull families apart and risk the others’ lives.” I stare at
him. He seems sincere. I could almost believe that he cares. “I’ll tell you
what,” he continues, resting the pistol in his lap after he sits down. “I’ll
arrange for the three you named to be returned to your misguided comrade, so
long as we begin your training today.”


“You didn’t mention any training.”


“How do you expect me to turn you into a leader if not
through a training program? Like I said, you are exactly what Seraphim need to
be able to move towards our future. You have to be trained by the best.”


“How soon will my friends be returned to Mr. McBride’s
people?”


He turns to screen eight, pursing his lips in thought.
“They’re guessing a week’s recovery time for your young friend.” 


He’s making that number up. There’s no way that they have
already given him a wellness date if he was just deemed stabile. 


“But,” he says, patting the gun in his lap as if it’s
absentminded, “if your deal is to get them out of here stat, I would be willing
to say twenty-four hours.”


“And they won’t be harmed, in any way?”


“You have my word.”


I rub the scruffy stubble on my cheek. We haven’t been
allowed razors but with supervision, we are given a trimmer to share one day
out of the week. Boston had been talking about taking bets on which of us could
grow the longest facial hair before he learned how unbearably itchy it can
become. 


A screen off to the side of screen number eight catches my
eye. Dr. Baudin is strolling down a corridor that I haven’t been down before.
He appears to be deep in thought. A former classmate of mine crosses his path,
and as he gets near. Dr. Baudin’s mood immediately brightens. He turns his back
to the camera as he talks with him. 


“Dr. Baudin,” I say pointing at the screen he’s on. There’s
no way it’s a coincidence that these guys were watching him when Kian and I
came in. “He has to go with them.”


He shakes his head at me. “He’s one of mine.”


“Let him go with Boston, Glensy and Lena,” I say, rubbing my
temple. “And I will tell you precisely how I do what I do.” 


He goes to the door without hesitation and opens it.
“Christopher Baudin, now.”



 


 


 

Dr. Baudin is silent when he enters the surveillance room.
Kian hasn’t moved from the chair. He hasn’t let go of the pistol either. It
still rests in his lap.


“You know young Mr. Edwards, don’t you?” Kian asks my old
professor.


“I was his teacher,” he answers, looking at the screens that
are on beside me. He gives a minuscule smile at the large screen where Boston
is front and center. He must not have known Boston was stable.


The fingertips of Kian’s left hand tap his leg
absentmindedly right next to where the gun is resting. “You must be an
exceptional teacher.” 


The pistol on Kian’s lap is now pointed in Baudin’s
direction. Baudin doesn’t appear the least bit concerned by it, though. “I was
a crap teacher.”


“Kelly isn’t making it sound that way. He is requesting that
you leave our little compound with three others of his choosing.”


“Shows how great of a teacher I was, if he’s wanting me to
leave,” he says jokingly.


I shift my weight to the other foot, glancing at Kian’s gun.
If I were him, I wouldn’t want to stay. 


“That’s not why I want you to go,” I tell him.


“Kelly wants to save you,” the old man says to him
boisterously, “He thinks you’re here against your will, like him. He is making
a deal with me to release you and them.”


Dr. Baudin narrows his eyes at me and then at Kian. “What do
you want from Kelly?”


“What I asked you here for was to see if you would do as
Kelly has requested and bring Boston, Glensy, and…” He looks over at me.


“Lena.”


“Lena,” he says with a nod. “to the Seraphim whom we
acquired them from.”


“I’m not going anywhere unless I have to,” Baudin tells him.
I can’t figure out if he’s faking loyalty or if it’s genuine.


“Kelly’s important to me. Keeping him happy will make the
transition simpler for all of us.”


“If you’re telling me to go, I will. But if you’re asking
me,” he looks pointedly at me, “then I want to stay.”


Kian seems happy with Baudin’s answer. He takes the gun from
his lap and stands. “What’ll it be, Kelly?” He rolls the chair under the desk.
Baudin and I stare at each other as Kian leans under the table to slide the gun
back in its holster that’s attached under the desk.


“This is where I want to be,” Baudin says to me. “I’m needed
here.”


If I thought he would comply, I’d ask the old man to give
Baudin and me a minute alone. None of this is adding up. 


“You’re the only one I know who wasn’t shooting at students
during the raid,” I say. “So, for the safety of my friends, I’m insisting that
you at least bring them to McBride. I don’t trust anyone else. It’s up to you
if you want to come back or not.”


Baudin scratches the back of his head as he appears to mull
it over. “That’s fair.”


Kian goes to the door. “More than fair,” he says, opening
the door. He motions for Baudin to go. “Be ready in the morning. As soon as the
one with the injuries wakes up, you will be going.”


“Yes sir,” Baudin says, heading to the door. 


Baudin pauses in the doorway. His eyes meet mine in a cold
gaze. 











Chapter 11




A nurse stops by my room at the crack of dawn to inform me
that I am to stay put. I have already changed into my normal clothes, just
after they stopped by each room announcing that the charter bus is here for
Seraphim pickup. 


“Mr. McBride’s orders,” she tells me. Of course it is. I hear everyone else gathering in the hallway in
anticipation to leave. They’re tired of being here, just like I am.


The last time I spoke with my uncle, he didn’t mention
whether Dad would be strong enough to leave with everyone else. Since I’ve been
in a coma he’s been fighting with pneumonia, but his appearance is improving.
His skin has its natural pink hue again giving his face some color. I know that
if it were just me being told to stay put than my dad would insist to stay as
well.


I listen intently from my room as the hospital staff tells
their patients goodbye. I lay back on my bed, the leg in a cast laid gently
over the good one. 


Boredom sets in less than twenty minutes after things get
quiet outside my room. I wait patiently, flipping through the channels on the
tiny television before finally sitting up to pull my leg caddy over. 


I roll out of my room into a hall. There’s only one person
walking the hallway. He rolls a large trashcan behind him, stopping at each
room to empty the smaller bins. If Dad is still here, there’s no way he’s slept
through all this. 


I don’t get far before I hear the elevator door’s ding and
stop as the elevator opens and a hulking shadow fills the hallway. John, my
uncle’s personal security guard, emerges from the elevator. His hair grazes the
top of the elevator as he steps out. Another man, not as tall, exits behind him
and branches off down the other end of the hall.


“Miss Jameson, what do you think you are doing?” he asks, not
looking surprised to see me out of my room.


His is still as big and intimidating as I remember. I
haven’t seen him since I was at The Southern Academy. “You’re not supposed to
be out of your room,” he says firmly.


“Who told you that?” I ask. The nurse hadn’t given me any
instructions to stay put. It may have been implied, but she didn’t say it.


“Who do you think?” 


I nod, guessing he’s spoken to my uncle. John walks over to
me as I watch the man who exited the elevator with John turn into Jake’s room. 


“Did Jake not leave?” I ask.


“He’s coming with us.”


“Us?” I repeat rather slowly.


John cautiously takes a look around, sliding his hands into
the front pockets of his thin jacket. He tilts his head, gesturing for me to
follow. “We can chat in your father’s room.” 


John follows me to Dad’s room, knocking loud as he enters
the room behind me. 


Dad stirs in his bed. When he sees the two of us, he looks
instantly more alert. 


“What’s going on?” he asks John.


I glance over at John and then back to my dad. “You know
him?” Dad’s never been to my uncle’s school where John works.


“William’s introduced me to all kinds of people while you
were in that coma,” Dad tells me. “Has anything happened?” he asks.


“I was on my way to see you. I haven’t heard anything from
Uncle Will.”


“Yeah, something’s happened,” John says gruffly. He shuts
the door, unzipping his jacket to reveal the gun on his hip. I tighten my grip
on my leg caddy. If he makes a move for that gun, I’m picking up this caddy and
swinging it at his head like a baseball bat. 


Dad pushes himself to an upright position. “What is it?”


John moves closer. I slowly lower my hurt leg off the caddy
and onto the ground. 


“We had a second charter bus scheduled to pick up captives’
from the raid,” Dad nods along as if this is old news, but his expression
changes when John says, “It never showed.”


Dad swings his legs over the side of the bed, filled with
energy I haven’t seen in him since before the kidnapping. “Should we be
worried?” he asks. He stands, but it’s all too fast for him. He pauses as soon
as he’s vertical and begins wobbling. 


John is across the bed and to his aide before I even have my
leg back on the caddy. He sits Dad back down, helping him carefully onto the
side of the bed. 


“It’s being checked out already,” he assures Dad. “Mr.
McBride’s called Detective Doherty. He’s sending people to the bus station to
figure out what happened.” John helps Dad slip on the house slippers that Uncle
Will’s people had supplied for everyone. “Mr. McBride wants me to move the two
of you—” 


“And Jake Angelo,” Dad adds, in his ‘this is not up for
discussion’ tone. 


John nods in agreement. “And young Mr. Angelo. Everyone is
being told that the three of you are staying here, and we are keeping it that
way. The same two nurses are assigned to all three rooms, one for the day shift
and one for the night shift. They know to keep your charts active. No others
will be allowed in your rooms. Once we’ve left, the day nurse will make it look
like you’ve been quarantined.”


“Who else knows?” Dad asks.


“The chief physician. Other than that, no one. And let’s
keep it that way.” 


“What about the man that went into Jake’s room?” I ask.


“I’ve already initiated our cover story by telling him that
there’s some particularly nasty staph infections going around that they weren’t
going to let leave with the others in fear of spreading it. He’s a Dyna, not a
Veritatis, so he has no idea I made it all up. Besides that, he’s only been
told to tell Jake to get dressed. The only thing my guy is going to be worried
about is getting out of here without touching anything.” 


I go to the sink in Dad’s room and open the cabinet below
it. I pull out the spare clothes Uncle Will had brought in the same time I got
my street clothes for my dad to wear today. I roll back to the bed and lay them
out next to him.


“Do you need any help?” John asks him as I move sluggishly
towards the door. 


“I’m not that weak,” Dad insists.


“Alright. We’ll collect Mr. Angelo and then come right
back,” John says, following me into the hall. 


When I step back into the hallway, I see Jake standing
outside of my room. He’s alone. The man who had been with John is nowhere in
sight. Judging by how big Jake’s eyes get when he notices John stalking behind
me this must be the first he has laid eyes on him. 


As soon as we’re close enough that I can keep my voice low,
I say “Jake, this is John. He works for my uncle.”


“Nice to meet you,” John says, offering his hand to Jake.


Hesitantly, Jake gives the oversized hand a shake.
“Likewise.”


“We’ll talk in Mr. Jameson’s room,” John tells him, and
before either of us can say another word, he turns back to Dad’s room. 


Jake looks to me for an explanation. “Top-secret,” I
whisper.


I wait patiently outside of Dad’s room. It’s rather fun to
watch Jake scrutinize John out of the corner of his eye, John keeping a steady
watch on either side of the hallway. 


After a minute, Jake notices John’s gun sticking out from
under his jacket. “Nice piece,” he says, moving closer to John to examine it.
It’s a calculated move. I can tell he’s doing it to appear as if it gives him a
better view when he’s really just placing himself between John and me. It’s a
protective move that I appreciate beyond words. Jake’s been so distant since
the raid that just this simple move makes me feel warm inside.


There’s a smirk playing on John’s lips as Jake acts
interested, which makes me think that he knows what Jake is doing too. 


“The better to protect you with,” he says, grinning at Jake.
He leaves the gun in its holster.


Jake narrows his eyes at him. “How did you get it past the
metal detectors?” 


“What metal detectors?” I ask them. 


“The ones that were installed at every entrance,” John says,
losing his grin. “After every Seraphim was explicitly told not to leave
their floor.”


John gives us both an accusing stare, although obviously I
haven’t been in or out of any entrance. Jake narrows his eyes as well. “Answer
the question.”


“I have permission from my superiors to carry it. What I’d
like to know is how you knew that they’ve added metal detectors to the ground
floor.” 


Thankfully, Dad calls us into his room. He is tottering on
the edge of his bed, pulling his shoes on slowly. The shirt he’s wearing gaps
open, exposing his abdomen as he leans over to loosen the laces on one his
shoes. I can tell that he needs a wider shoe. His feet are still healing from
their fractures.


 I get to Dad
before the guys realize what a struggle he’s having. I loosen the laces and
then widen the shoe enough to allow his swollen feet access. 


“You really should let them fix your toes,” I say. Two of
them were shattered when we found him. They have clearly healed, but have set
themselves at wrong angles around the joints. 


On one of my eavesdropping sessions outside of Dad’s room
when he didn’t want me in there while he spoke with the doctors, Dad admitted
those particular toes were intentionally made to set incorrectly. His doctor
had told him that they would have to fracture them again. They clearly haven’t
gotten around to it. 


I’m not sure of the time, but the sun has already set giving
us as much cover as we’re going to get leaving the hospital. With nothing to
bring with us everyone is ready to go, we follow John to a generic, tan Toyota
Camry parked in front of the hospital. It’s parked in one of the few ill-lit spots
in the parking lot, out of reach of the street lamps. 


I think about calling shotgun, and with a pang, I remember
squabbling with Jake over the front seat in what feels like ages ago even
though it’s only been months since I was living a normal life with mine and
Jake’s family. Dad offers the front seat to me before I say anything. “You’re
the one with the cast,” he says. For the first time ever, Jake climbs into the
backseat without a word.


Once on the road, John tells us that he has a bag of clothes
in the trunk for each of us. My bag, John tells me, is what my uncle collected
from my room at The Southern Academy; Dad and Jake’s were purchased by one of
the school’s guards so John warns that the sizes may not be quite right, but
he’ll address it once we’ve made it to the safe house. 


John instructs me to retrieve a phone from the glove
compartment. I find a prepaid phone still in the store’s hard plastic display
box. John hands me a pocket knife from his front pocket. I struggle with it,
slicing at the top of the plastic until it has enough give that I can squeeze
my fingers inside to separate the front from the back. I pull it apart enough
to pop the cheap phone out from its slot. I try not to let Jake see how much
I’m struggling, knowing that he’d only give me trouble for it. 


When the phone is free, I hand the phone over to John and
then shove everything else back in the glovebox.


“Where is this safe house exactly?” Dad asks from behind the
driver’s seat.


“New Orleans,” John says. After a pause, he adds, “Mr.
McBride has people there who are willing to give us asylum until detectives can
get the Rogue situation under control. They still haven’t caught a lot of the
Rogues who got away from us during the raid. Thanks to the body cameras some of
us were wearing they had good enough images of their faces to match them to the
Rogue school’s faculty records detectives collected from the campus when they
started their investigation.” John pauses. “And now they’re redirecting guards
to watch the Rogue captives since the bus never showed for transport. There’s
no telling what those people have up their sleeve.”


“My only concern is whether or not our safe house is really
safe. If Rogues did find out about something as simple as a transport bus,
finding out where we’re at won’t be too hard. If we’re going where I think we
are, I’m not sure if it’s a smart move,” Dad tells him. I’ve told Dad about Mom
and me going to New Orleans after he had been kidnapped and who we stayed with.



I turn around to look at Dad. “Mom trusts them,” I say. “She
would want us with them.” Immediately, I feel bad for mentioning Mom. 


Dad turns to the window looking out at the soft landscape
unfolding around us. “We’re still putting them at risk,” he says quietly.


I had told Dad about Clairabelle Dubose and her son, Miles
once it got easier to talk after waking from the coma. Clairabelle had been the
one who brought my mom and Uncle Will to Aurora when they were kids so that
they could be with other Seraphim. Although they weren’t Seraphim, they knew
more about us than any non-Seraphim I’d met. I’m happy that my uncle chose them
to house us. I hadn’t realized that I missed them, but the thought of seeing
them again feels comforting. Clairabelle has an easy way about her, a calmness
that’s contagious. I trust her as much as my mom and uncle do. Maybe Miles will
even have some new music recorded. I’ve just about memorized every song from
his band’s last C.D. I got from him during my stay at their house. 


I lean my chair back, reclining comfortably as I settle in
for the drive. I rest my cast over my good leg to elevate it a little. I think
about seeing how far I can lean back before Jake gets annoyed, but I decide
it’s not worth testing whether I can encroach on his space. I’d rather just
rest.



 


 

An annoying ringtone goes off inside the car. The little
jingle plays over and over again, the same set of four notes in rapid
succession. 


I open my eyes. I slept most of the ride, only waking once
when Dad asked if I wanted to stretch my legs at a pit stop. The sun is rising
over the horizon turning the sky a pinkish-orange. I let out a big yawn, not
liking to be up before seven o’clock unless it’s deer season. John answers the
phone. 


I readjust and begin drifting off again as John talks in a
low voice. 


“We’re almost there. No, nothing out of the ordinary…Yes
sir.” 


The sound of the phone hitting the hard console jolts me
back awake. John’s voice is louder when he asks, “You awake, Mr. Jameson?”


Dad answers sleepily, “I am. Everything alright?”


John keeps one hand on the wheel as he reaches the other
below his seat. He pulls out a handgun.


Seeing the gun, I sit upright. I check our surroundings
outside of the car, but besides a few other cars on the road, there isn’t
anything unusual,


He passes the gun to Dad. “Keep this on you in case we get
stopped,” he tells him.


Dad scans the windows the same as I had. 


“Are we expecting something?” I ask.


John glances over at me. “Only a precaution,” he says before
turning his attention back to the road.


Nothing is discussed further until we’ve made it to New
Orleans. This early in the morning there isn’t much traffic getting in.
Clairabelle and Miles are standing out in the alley waiting for us at the back
entrance of Clairabelle’s spa when we pull up. They both smile ear to ear when
they see me in the passenger seat. John gets out to do a sweep of the spa and
upstairs apartment to make sure it’s secure before we’re allowed out of the
car. 


Both Clairabelle and Miles look good as they wait by the car
for John to return and give us the thumbs up. Both of them have made little,
but noticeable changes. Miles’s dreads are now a natural-looking brown that he
has pulled back in what has to be an enormous hair band for it to hold all of
his dreads out of his face. Clairabelle has lightened her hair a few shades
making it harder to tell that she’s his mother and not his sister. 


Once everything’s secured, John has Clairabelle direct us to
the upstairs dayroom as he calls my uncle to let him know that we’ve arrived. 


Dad and I take the love seat in front of the coffee table.
Jake takes a stool at the mini-bar on the other side of the coffee table.
Clairabelle and Miles have been nice enough to lay out a choice of bagels and
fresh fruit on the coffee table in the dayroom, and Miles hands out plates and
utensils as he tells us about a new vegan food joint down the block that he’s
hoping we’ll want to try for lunch. Clairabelle brings cold sodas from the
kitchen for everyone before taking a seat on the floor at the left end of the
coffee table. Waiting on John doesn’t cross my mind as I dig in, beating Jake
to the one blueberry bagel. Miles grabs a wheat bagel before taking a seat next
to Jake at the mini-bar as Clairabelle opens a soda. I keep watching Clairabelle
and Miles as they eat, not realizing how much I have missed them until laying
eyes on them outside of the spa. Clairabelle doesn’t use any butter or jelly on
her bagel, but she finishes it before I’ve even gotten three bites into mine.
Her appetite is impressive considering how slim she is, Miles too. My parents
have always been in shape, but they were always mindful of what they ate and
had made it a habit to walk or jog together most evenings when the weather
allowed back in our old neighborhood.


I’m halfway through my bagel when John walks into the
dayroom from the hall. He pauses in the doorway, looking over each of us as if
he’s thinking something over. “I have some bad news,” he finally says, letting
out a sigh.


I freeze, my mouth full of bagel. Jake sets down his slice
of cantaloupe, turning in the bar stool to give John his full attention. Dad
sets his food down as well. Miles and Clairabelle are the only ones who
continue eating quietly.


“Yeah, it’s not good,” John says, his mouth drawn tight. “It
looks like the second bus not making it to pick up the Rogues prisoners was a
decoy.” My heart sinks. “The guys Mr. McBride sent out to locate the bus found
the bus driver tied up at the depot. He’s telling them that he was about to get
on the bus to leave when three masked men came in and knocked him out. He woke
up with his feet and arms tied. That’s why no one could get ahold of him.”


“But he’s okay,” I say, relieved.


“He’s okay,” John says. “But that wasn’t the bad news. The
bus that left from your hospital only made it to its destination at the new
hospital with seven people on board. Two of them were nurses.” 


“No, there were way more than that,” Jake says quickly. 


John crosses his arms over his big chest. “According to the
nurses, the bus was stopped by masked Seraphim It appears that our bus driver
was part of it.”


“It was them,” Dad says beside me. “Rogues always have
someone on the inside. It never fails.” He glares angrily at his bagel.


“Our detectives searched the stretch of highway where the
nurses said it took place, but it was a remote spot. They didn’t find anything,
as far as I know.”


“Of course not,” Dad grumbles, rubbing a hand over his
mouth.


John looks at my dad. “The nurses said no one was harmed
while they were there, but there were several armed Seraphim, so…”


“There’s no telling what happened to them,” Dad finishes.
John doesn’t say anything. He turns to one of the windows in the dayroom that
overlooks the street, his back to us.


“They’re as good as dead,” Jake says.


Miles looks down at his mother still sitting at the coffee
table. Like all of us, she’s saddened by John’s news. She looks up at her son,
noticing his eyes on her, and gives him a sad, tight grin. 


Most of the patients on that bus had been students from the
Rogue school that my uncle had his people raid, The Academy. Sure, a few of
them had helped out the raiders, but most of them were kids! “Why would Rogues
even want them?” I ask. “Some of those patients on that bus were shot by Rogues
during the raid, on purpose. Why go to the effort for Seraphim who they didn’t
care if they killed less than two weeks ago?” 


“There’s no telling,” Dad says.


I wonder if this was that man’s plan all along when he used
my connection with Sidney to scare me into believing that Rogues were coming
for us. His threat of knowing where we all were didn’t seem to be a rehearsed
speech, but had it been something that was really about to happen or was it
something he came up with when he realized I was connected with Sidney. If he
had known who Sidney was connected with than he would have known who my uncle
was, surely. Had he guessed that I would go to my uncle if I was scared enough?
Had I been the catalyst for all of this? 


I glance around the room as Clairabelle asks to no one in
particular, “Are we safe?” 


I keep my mouth shut, wondering the same thing. 


“We should be,” John says.


“Really?” I want to ask him, because I bet Kelly and
everyone else on that bus were thinking they were safe too. They were at their
most vulnerable sitting on that bus without the protection of the hospital or
my uncle’s security. They were moved because of me, because I opened my big
mouth and told my uncle that the wolves would soon be at our door. This is my
fault. 


 “We weren’t
followed,” John tells the room. “What I don’t get,” he says, turning back
around, “is why they didn’t get their own people. They could have just waited
until the second bus had picked the prisoners and then intercept that one.”


I need to talk to my uncle, I decide. I’ll ask John later
when everyone isn’t around. I don’t even want to speak right now in fear that
it might lead to me confessing my part in all of this.


“Those kids are more important to them than their own
people,” Miles says nonchalant, getting off of his stool to reach down to the
coffee table. Clairabelle isn’t a Seraphim, and neither is Miles. They are
among the few nonSeraphim who know about people like us and still accept us as
regular people. Miles picks up another bagel and takes a bite.


Uncle Will sounds preoccupied when John hands me the phone.
I caught John heading to his room on his evening check-in with my uncle.


“I, uh,” I say into the phone, hesitating as I look up at
John. John notices, and without a word he turns and walks out of the hallway.
For good measure, I turn around and head for my room. “I wanted to apologize,”
I say quietly into the phone as I shut the door to the bedroom Clairabelle has
designated as mine.


“For what?” he asks. I hear the rustle of papers on his end.



“For what happened to everyone today.”


Someone starts talking to my uncle and I could almost hear
him wave the person away. “This isn’t your fault,” he says in a hushed but firm
voice. “It was one of the men working security at the hospital who was feeding
information to The Movement. He even volunteered to drive the bus.”


“But I’m the reason they were going to the new hospital.” I
sound more like a small child than a sixteen year old.


“They only thing you did was alert me to the threat. What
happened to the Seraphim on that bus proves you were right,” he says calmly.
“And I need all the help I can get,” he says, his voice taking on an edge of
desperation. “If you hear anything from…” he pauses. “From your friend,” he
says, obviously referring to Sidney, “please let me know.”


“I will,” I say meekly.


“And don’t worry about the kids that were taken. We’ll find
them.” A phone rings somewhere on his end. I hear him moving around. The
ringing gets louder. “I need to get this,” he tells me. “Tell John to check in
with me in the morning.”


“Yes sir,” I say as he hangs up the phone.



 


 


 

A month later, the scent of lavender is in the air as I
trudge out of my room on the second floor, above Spa New Orleans, looking for
Clairabelle. I stop by her room, but I can’t find her there or anywhere else
upstairs. I pass through the kitchen, picking up a couple of donuts on my way
to the dayroom. Well-versed in our food preferences by this point, Miles has
gotten a few buttermilk donuts for Dad and me. I pick one up, taking a bite,
before wrapping another in a napkin and carrying it in my other hand.


Jake and Miles are sitting outside on the veranda off of the
dayroom facing the street. John had told all of us when we got here not to
leave the second floor of Clairabelle’s property. Her spa, which is run on the
first floor, has been off limits to us. John doesn’t even want non-Seraphim
seeing us.


It wasn’t until last week that Jake finally talked him into
allowing him access to the second floor terrace. However, the deal was that
Jake had to disguise his appearance and sit right against the house so that if
anyone were looking for us they wouldn’t be able to identify him when he’s
outside. Miles took it upon himself to supply Jake with a range of getups.
Today he is wearing a cowboy hat with a thick, fake mustache that juts out on
either side, ending in a tight curl. It’s the mustache that does the trick;
I’ve never seen Jake with so much as a five o’clock shadow. He keeps twisting
the ends between his pointer finger and thumb as if it were a regular habit. 


I go over to the love seat in the dayroom where Dad is
sitting reading the newspaper and drop onto the empty spot next to him. He
lowers his newspaper after a few moments, although clearly still distracted.
“Good morning. How was your night?”


“Lovely,” I say, taking another bite from the donut. I put
the extra one on the coffee table. The truth is that I haven’t slept well since
we got here. I thought having my cast off would give me some relief. It was
pretty funny watching John and Jake cut it off for me instead of leaving the
apartment to go to a doctor’s office. I jumped a couple times just to scare
them as they took turns cutting the plaster cast and underlying bandage, but it
didn’t help me sleep any better that night. Every night, I fight fruitlessly to
find Sidney or my mom in my sleep. John had been giving me his phone every
evening when he’s checked in with my uncle, but the last few times he hasn’t.
I’m guessing Uncle Will has gotten tired of hearing me tell him no every time
he’s asked if I have found out anything new from Sidney.


Uncle Will’s been pretty vague about whether the detectives
have gotten anywhere, but I do know that a few of the kids taken from the bus
have been released to him. Getting some of the patients released had been some
sort of a deal struck up by someone who had worked at The Academy and had up
until that point not been thought to be an actual Rogue. He got in touch with
my uncle wanting a trade. Supposedly, we got the better end of the deal. The
Rogues had asked for Shelby Athens in return who had not been on the bus when
it was ambushed. Shelby was a kid who was injured from an explosion during the
raid. Raiders had found her on campus and she had still been in intensive care
when the bus showed up to transport patients to the new hospital, which is why
she didn’t make the trip. Shelby’s parents were wanted by detectives
investigating the raid. Detectives believed that Shelby’s parents were Rogues
based on footage from the raid, and the teacher admitted as much by asking for
Shelby in return for some of the kidnapped patients.


All Uncle Will has told me about the people we got back is
that Kelly wasn’t one of the returned Seraphim. 


Despite all this, I spend the majority of my time worrying
about Mom and Sidney, though. It’s been so much time since I’ve connected with
either of them that I can’t help imagining the worst. Mom still thinks I’m
dead, I’m sure, and Uncle Will’s people are too focused on everything else to
worry about one woman who willingly went into hiding. 


With Clairabelle and Miles carrying on with their daily
lives as if they didn’t have a house full of visitors, Dad and Jake have been
working with John to put together a list of known Rogues. The two of them draw
from their time above and below the Rogue campus. 


The crinkling from the newspaper pulls my attention back to
my dad. He’s flipping to the comics section at the back of the newspaper. I
finish off the first donut. “Are you worried about Mom?” I ask, wiping away the
flakes of sugar from my shirt. After a moment, He places the paper on the
coffee table. “Catherine knows what she’s doing,” he says, giving me a sad
smile. “Your mother has always been prepared to leave at a moment’s notice.
She’s been that way since we left Aurora, before you were born. She must have felt
like she was in danger and for her that meant that she had to run.”


“I know that,” I say, looking down at the rug. “She knew
that I was safe at The Southern Academy. There’s no way she would have known
that I’d end up at the raid,” I admit. 


“If she had known that you would be in combat, she would
have been there. She would never have allowed you to be in danger like that.” 


“Do you think she’s okay?” I ask, watching him carefully. 


His smile tightens. “She’s staying under the radar. We have
a protocol in place, your mother and I. She’s doing the same thing I’d have
done in her shoes.”


I feel something stir when he says that, but I don’t push
him on the lie. I don’t need to be a Veritatis to know that my dad is
downplaying the situation for my benefit. It will just make it worse if I tell
him that Mom thinks we’re both dead. There’s nothing he’d be able to do. I’ll
just have to keep trying to connect with her. Dad’s still watching me
carefully. “How are you doing with everything?” 


“Fine,” I say. I haven’t looked at myself in a mirror since
getting up. Besides the occasional finger-combing to get the flyways out of my
face, I haven’t washed or brushed my hair in days. As it is my hair is pulled
up in a frizzy bun nestled on top of my head. 


I pull the hair band out and discover that my hair’s knotted
itself. I give it another yank, taking out some of my hair with it. I brush out
the blonde strands around my face, using my fingers before twisting it into a
nicer bun at the nape of my neck. With my hair as long as it is, it feels
better to have it up in a bun than in a ponytail where it doesn’t stop getting
in the way.


I grab a tissue from the side table, feeling a sneeze
mounting as the pressure builds in my nose. I let out a muffled puff of air
into the tissue and tuck it in my pocket in case I need it again.


Dad is still watching me. “I take it you haven’t opened the
birthday presents your mom and I got you.”


“I opened The Happiness Inside,” I say, although I
haven’t read it yet. “The other two are still in my suitcase. You want me to go
get them?” 


I had forgotten about the birthday presents Dad had given me
the morning before he and the Angelo’s were taken by Rogues. I had the three
presents with me when Uncle Will brought me to The Southern Academy. They were
at the bottom of the bag that John had for me in the trunk of the Camry.


Dad shakes his head. “Wait until your mother’s here. She
likes watching you open her gifts.”


“Okay,” I say. I pick up the napkin with the second donut
and hand it to Dad before I head downstairs. 


Clairabelle is walking her client to the front desk as I
reach the first floor. I stay out of sight as they pass the doorway. I wait,
listening for the waiting room door to shut, and Miles comes trotting down the
stairs behind me. I quickly move to the side so he can pass.


“I’m coming,” he calls after them as he lands on the ground
floor. 


Clairabelle had to let her part-time receptionist go so that
she could better keep our presence upstairs a secret, so I’ve been helping out
when the spa rooms are empty. I’ve gotten in the routine to break up the long
days. Most of the time, like this morning, all Clairabelle needs is the dirty
sheets removed from the massage table and fresh ones tucked in tight on the
table. 


As I finish up, Clairabelle returns. “Did you use the
stones?” I ask, trying to figure out what else I need to pick up around the
massage room.


She stretches her hands up, reaching for the sky as she
slowly bends back. Her spine makes a delicate curve. “Only the oils,” she says
to the ceiling. “I shouldn’t need the stones today.” 


I unplug the warmer that holds the hot stones and wipe down
the oils. “How many clients are you seeing this morning?”


“Two more. Did you get yourself some donuts before the guys
wiped them out?”


“I did. Thanks for getting the good kind.” 


I tuck the used sheets under my arm and then carry them to
the upstairs laundry room.


As I dump the laundry in the washing machine, I hear Dad’s
muffled voice say, “What’s done is done.” He speaks sharply. His words are
followed by a cabinet door slamming shut in the kitchen. 


“They got one name out of me,” Jake snaps. “And it wasn’t
hers. Got it?” Hurried steps tromp off from the kitchen, heading in my
direction. 


“No one else knew,” Dad calls after him.


Jake walks past the laundry room, he grumbles when he spots
me, “Someone did.”


The pressure in my nose builds again. I hate this feeling. I
pinch my nose tight, and slowly it subsides. I wait until I hear Dad leave the
kitchen before going in search of cold medicine. 


Clairabelle’s medicine cabinet does not disappoint. I take a
tiny pink pill from the bottle labeled “allergy relief.” There’s a drowsiness
warning in bold white letters across the bottom of the bottle. The pill goes
down easy. 


I shut the cabinet door and hear, “Did you hear any of
that?” Dad is standing at the fridge next to me holding an empty glass. I
didn’t see him coming with the cabinet door open.


“Hear what?” I ask defensively.


“Our conversation,” he says, opening the refrigerator door.


“Some,” I admit.


“Jake swears he didn’t tell them about you.” Dad doesn’t
beat around the bush. “The Rogues running the basement found out about you.” He
grabs the pitcher of tea and refills his glass. 


“Dad, you don’t have to tell me—“


“You need to know,” Dad interrupts me, shutting the
refrigerator. “They knew about your mom. We were dating when I…back when your
mom and I still lived in Aurora. I had my wallet on me when they grabbed me, so
it took them no time to show me the family photos they got from our house.
That’s how they learned about your mother and you, but I wouldn’t tell them
where you two went.” Dad shrugs and looks down at the tea in his glass. “I knew
what The Movement was doing to their opposition; it’s why we left Aurora. But
I’d figured they were just killing everyone they took.” Dad looks up at me. I
want to say something, but I don’t want him to stop talking so, I just watch
him as he looks over, staring uncomfortably at his forehead. “I didn’t know
where your mom would take you, but the things they did to me made me wish I
knew. I told them about our family vacation spots and all of the towns where
we’d lived after leaving Aurora. 


“Things changed right before the raid. They found out about
your ability.” He gives me a meaningful look. “They interrogated me, wanting to
know how much you could do besides identifying lies.” Dad stops again to glance
out of the kitchen. Apparently satisfied that no one’s listening in, he says,
“I was sure that Jake had finally told them.” Dad gently swirls his glass
around watching the tea move inside. “So was he lying earlier?” he asks,
stopping the swirling to take a sip.


“Lying about what?” I ask.


“About not telling Rogues about you.”


“I only heard him say that he gave them one name, and he
wasn’t lying when he said it wasn’t my name.”


Dad looks tired as he scratches the corner of his right eye.
The weight he’s put on since getting out of the basement has done nothing for
his sunken cheeks, but it has enlarged the bags under his eyes. “Okay then.” He
heads out of the kitchen holding the glass at his side. “I’m about to rent a
movie,” he says without looking back. “You want to join?”


“No thanks,” I call after him, already contemplating whether
or not I should take another pill for good measure.


With the potential for sleep on my horizon, I eagerly go to
my room, trying not to think much about what my dad just told me. If I add
anything else to my list of things to stress about, I’ll never sleep again. 


I pull out the one present I have opened from the bottom of
my suitcase. The book cover shows an ebony hand holding a pencil to unlined
paper. The hand appears as though it’s just finished writing the title, The Happiness Inside, in large,
scrolling cursive letters. 


I read over the opening chapter. The book begins with the
author’s personal experience with mounting responsibilities and inconsistent
routines, which caused a steady stream of stress in her life. I flip a few
pages further for a change of topic. 


I plop my head back on the pillow after a few minutes,
frustrated that the medicine isn’t kicking in yet. I flip through the pages
again. What catches my attention is the line, “To improve your life, you first
must improve yourself.” Like most of
the books my parents have given me over the years, it’s intended for people
twice my age. 


I continue scanning through the pages until a picture stops
me. A woman is sitting Indian-style, her head tilted back where the camera can
just make out her closed eyes and relaxed facial features. She looks totally
relaxed. I look at the picture longing for that level of relaxation. The
caption says it is a photo of the author in a meditation pose. It was taken
shortly after she began her search to find inner peace. I decide to start
there, in the section about the yoga sessions. I read every word of her yoga
experience. With every breath, I inhale
peace and exhale the day’s stresses. I release all of it, little by little,
until I’m left with only myself. Every worry is gone. It is a transition that
takes me from who I am to who I want to be. My body is in control. The depth of
my breathing deepens as I begin the flow, pulling my feet to my hips and
forming a lotus pose. And at last, I feel my body relaxing.



 


 

There is nothing to see when Sidney connects with me. Her
eyes are shut, and her breathing is slow and deep. She has been searching for
me, filled with the same sense of dread. She plays back my past few weeks, too
quick for me to see any one particular memory. But she doesn’t seem to be
interested in what I have been doing as much as how I am doing.


I’m safe, I
whisper as she catches up on everything she’s missed. I feel her relief for me.


She gives me a taste of what the past week has been like for
her. It comes across our connection like a whip on my rear end. She’s been
struggling to hide her fear for my wellbeing from her keepers. She has tried to
connect with me too. She’s been frustrated. 


I don’t even know how to connect in the first place, I point
out.


You took something to
fall asleep. If we go more than two days without connecting, do it again.
She shuffles through my mind again stopping at the last good memory I have of
Karen, her sister. She misses her. 


 She wasn’t on the bus. Uncle Will had
Karen go to The Southern Academy with some of the healthy students saved from
the raid. They were gone before I had totally come out of my coma. Karen’s age
may keep her from being a part of the student body, and her extra chromosome
hinders her from replacing any of the teaching staff Uncle Will lost from the
raid, but I’m sure she’s a welcomed addition to the campus. 


Sidney’s mind drifts, and I can tell she’s thinking about
her sister. I push slightly, wanting to see more, but Sidney shoves the memory
out of my reach.


Why not? You’ve seen everything in my head, I say.


I can keep secrets, Taylor. At least, when I connect this
way.


How do you connect in
the first place, I ask. I’ve tried to figure it out before, but now that
I’ve gone so long worried about her, it seems unfair that I don’t know how to
do it too.


 That’s a good question. Our connection
falls silent, but she hasn’t gone anywhere. 


You’re not going to tell me? 


I don’t tell anyone, she says. 


I feel almost cheated on. How many people are you connecting
with?


Only you, now. It’s
become too dangerous to be like us. She shows me a memory I’ve seen before;
I see a partially unzipped body bag containing a man with a visible tattooed
arm and blood covered shirt visible from the eyes I’m looking through standing
over him. She loved him; I can feel it from her, and the immense loss she felt
from his death.


If she isn’t going to tell me anything about connecting,
than I’ll try for something else. I show her the image of the mysterious man
hovering over her from our last connection. His face is bathed in darkness as
the bright light behind him gives off an almost-grey halo around his short
hair. 


Who is he?


You don’t want to know, she says bitterly.


Without any visuals, I play her his voice, the moment when
he threatened me and everyone close to me. His words linger in our connection:
“None of you are safe.” She’s unmoved, so I conjure up more of his words:
“Running and hiding won’t change the outcome.” 


Amusement dances in Sidney’s head as she hears it. This is
my life he’s talking about; how could she find this funny? 


Oh, get over it. It’s ironic, is all.


As calmly as I can muster I ask, How so?


Because the last part
is so true. She pelts me with images. I see people being grabbed in the
middle of the day from off of a sidewalk, a father and child pulling out of a
driveway and then fast forward to the same vehicle empty being pulled from out
of a ravine. Others going willingly. I know without asking that Sidney has
connected with all of these people. I know that the last thing she felt from
them was terror. 


 Then, I see a
memory she has already shown me. I see her running from a burning house. She
takes a much younger Karen with her to a safe house. Well, I thought it was safe,
she corrects. 


I don’t want to see what’s coming next. She takes pity on me
as I relive her memories, allowing the scenes to blur. I guess she doesn’t want
to see it any more than I do. But I can still feel the fear as the Rogues chase
her, the sense of a needle sliding into skin. When it’s over, both of our minds
are mute. I feel the darkness of her mood wash over me in slow, dull waves. 


Again, I offer the change in subject. Mom doesn’t think I
survived the hospital attack. I show her the memory of my connection with my
mother. She didn’t respond to me. But she had to have felt me there. 


She thinks you’re dead, Taylor, Sidney says, never one to
sugar coat things. People have wild dreams when they sleep. Anyone who’s just
lost somebody would think it was just in their mind. But you figured out how to
connect with her. I think there’s a trace of pride in her thoughts. It took me
much longer to get the hang of things. 


 I don’t know how to respond. Well, it’s kind of put a target on my back. As
soon as I think it, I regret the words. After all, I’m much better off than she
is right now.


 You think I would tell them about you? After
all that? She doesn’t need to remind me of what she’s been through. But
still, I can’t get the image of that guy out of my head.


Maybe not intentionally, I say cautiously. 


She hits me with flashes of my father, my own memories being
pulled to the surface. She throws my reunion with Jake in the basement at me
next. I throw my arms around him, pulling him towards me. He stares ahead,
numb. I’m not the only one who knows
about you, Taylor. Don’t try to pin that on me. 


He was scared for my safety, I say defensively.


She makes me watch as Jake pushes me away as he’s
telling me that I shouldn’t be there. 


He knew you were in danger because he was the one who told
the Rogues about you. Why else would they have allowed a Sensaa to live? The
longer I’m in the Seraphim world the more I understand what Seraphim like my
uncle have had to deal with being Sensaa, who most Seraphim consider to be the
lowest of the abilities since we all have the Sensaa ability to some degree.
Like my uncle, Jake is also a Sensaa. 


Sidney is still talking. Why would they keep someone alive
who they knew was raised by Seraphim who hated the Rogue movement? You don’t
think it’s funny that they kept him alive? Absolutely not. I know Jake better
than I know anyone! Sidney, of anyone, shouldn’t blame him for being
traumatized. Think about it, she insists. And she’ll know if I’m not. How did
your father look when you found him? How did all the others look? When we found
Jake, he was pretty much unscathed, wearing the same school uniform as Kelly
and the other students.


He’s young and they thought they could manipulate him. It’s
just like the others that were in that school, all the kids the Rogues wanted
to use. And then, because I can’t help it: You’re being ridiculous. 


I know that she’s just trying to defend herself, but I can’t
help feeling a sense of betrayal. Sure, I’ve never met Sidney in person, but I
thought of her as closer than a friend. We shared a mind, practically. I don’t
think she meant to tell them, but there’s no mistaking how that man reacted
when he saw her talking to me. And I would know if she was lying. Don’t be a
fool, she says silently. He was in the basement before any of your
people got down there. You have no clue what he was doing down there all that
time.


She waits for a response, but I think nothing. Or rather, I
think too many things to form any intelligible stream of communication. At
last, she snaps. He knew, Taylor. He knew
what was happening to all of us down there, and he left your father to rot
while he sat around playing school, getting three meals a day!


She breaks our connection. 


I know with certainty that my dad didn’t give me up to the
Rogues who took and tortured him. Jake, on the other hand, may not have given
them my name, but other than that he hasn’t said much about what happened to
him since he was dragged off his front yard, but we’ve hardly spent any time
alone. Even when Jake and Miles sit outside on the veranda, they don’t talk.
Usually, Miles chats on the phone with a bandmate or strums his guitar softly.
Other than that, it’s silent. A couple times now, he’s joined Dad and me for
chats in my room, but even then he mostly listens. 


Perhaps I don’t know either of them as well as I’d thought.



 


 

Without Sidney in my head and now that I’m finally sleeping
somewhat deeply, I am able to dream like a normal person. The inside of my old
house unfurls in front of me. I’m in the living room with my parents who appear
to be a decade or more younger than they are now. They are in the middle of
sword fighting with pencils, and my dream self knows that they’re from our
miscellaneous drawer we have always kept in the kitchen. They shuffle in
over-dramatized choreography to the living room. 


It feels familiar, like a childhood memory that I was too
young to hold on to. 


Mom wins the duel, her pencil at Dad’s neck. He admits
defeat by leaning forward and kissing her on the lips. She drops the pencil,
cradling his face within her hands. He tosses his pencil over his shoulder and
wraps his arms around the small of her back, pulling her to him. 


I awkwardly look around the living room as things heat up.
When Dad moves down to kissing her neck, I’ve had enough. 


“Break it up,” I say uncomfortably. 


Mom lazily looks over at me while Dad continues kissing down
the hollow of her neck. She turns back to Dad, stopping him as he’s unbuttoning
the top of her blouse. “Did you hear something?” she asks.


“Not a thing,” he says, struggling with the first button.


I look around for something to throw at him. “Not funny,
guys,” I say as I reach for one of the small pillows on the couch to toss. But
my hand can’t grasp the material. It passes through it like a hologram. 


“I have to pee,” Mom says as she pushes Dad away, gently
disentangling him.


Suddenly I have the same urge. Mom, Dad, and the entire
living room blurs as the dream starts to fade.


“It isn’t my dream,” I say as the blurriness skews my
parents’ features. 


Mom looks my way again as she fades from the living room.
This is her dream. 


I try in vain to speak. She hasn’t woken up yet, but the
need to go to the bathroom is real and steadily increasing. 


Her thoughts turn to me. She pictures me as a toddler,
curled up on her lap giggling up at her. Her mind is working in a blurry mess
as it struggles to remain asleep. I feel her thoughts turn to an image of the
hospital, a sadness spilling over the memory. I see the faces of the two
bombers. When they start talking, I realize this is an image from my own memory.
It’s all my mother has to go on. 


I catch a flash from her memory that feels more recent. I
see a sign-in book with around twenty names written on it. The book is gone
before I can make them out.


She will ensure that they pay, all of those responsible. She
has thought this out obsessively, meticulously. The people who killed me will
suffer every bit as much as she believes I suffered. I feel only quick bursts,
flashes of her plans, but it is enough. 


She wakes up, and our connection is broken.


I’m left alone, horrified. It is a well-thought-out suicide
mission.











Chapter 12




“It’s not a good idea,” Miles tells me. He hands me a third
option for his bands’ upcoming album cover. “What do you think of this one?”


“All I want is to drive around the block,” I say. “I need
the practice. What’s the point of having a license if I can’t even use it?” I
hadn’t actually gotten my driver’s license yet. My sixteenth birthday happen to
fall on the weekend that Rogues found and kidnapped my father and the Angelos.
I was expecting keys to a car when I got home that weekend, not to find out
that my family had been on the run from a murderous group of people who had the
same abilities that I had spent my life keeping under wraps from the regular
civilians we surrounded ourselves with.


I set the cover design down on top of the first two. All of
them have a pirate theme and feel rather gloomy, smoke or fog or something
wafting across the images. I’m not going to bring up the fact that this may
confuse any potential jazz fans who might otherwise listen to his music. I
haven’t been giving him much feedback since none of them stand out the way I
know he’s wanting them to. Judging by his face as he hands them to me, he knows
that they aren’t that good.


When I don’t comment on the third design, he hands me
another from the stack he’s holding. “Plenty of people your age don’t drive
regularly.”


The fourth cover design has a solid white background with a
black skull and cross bones in the middle. The skull has a red eye patch over
one of its empty orbits. I find myself scrutinizing the red eye patch. It
vividly stands out against the black and white. 


“This is the best one,” I say, which isn’t a lie. I hand it
back to him, and he smiles.


“It grabs your attention, doesn’t it?”


“Definitely.” I let him admire the design before asking,
“So, just a quick drive?”


“What would John say?”


“I’m asking you, not John.”


Miles collects the images, placing the one with the red eye
patch on top. “John made it pretty clear that you folks are supposed to stay
secret. If you’re feeling cramped, go hang out with Jake. He’s on the veranda,
last I saw.”


I nod dully. Miles heads off towards the kitchen, where
Clairabelle is getting a quick bite in. I hear him asking her if she wants to
check out the design samples before he takes them to his band meeting tonight.



 


 

Later that evening Jake shows up in my room, unannounced.
I’m in the middle of trying to take a nap, hoping that maybe this time, I’ll
connect with my mom. Maybe it’s just been a matter of timing. 


I reluctantly sit up. “What do you want?”


Seeing me in bed, he pauses in the door frame. “Miles had me
pick out a design,” he says, looking around the room uncomfortably. 


I toss my blanket off to show him that I’m still fully dressed.
“Oh, yeah.”


Seeing that I’m clothed, he relaxes. “I went with the skull
and eye patch too.” 


He waits for me to say something. When I let the silence
linger, he goes back to casually looking around my room, stepping in further. “Did
you need something?” I pull my blanket back over my legs and lean back onto my
pillow. He clears his throat as I lay my head down. “He also told me what you
asked.” 


 “Of course he
did,” I say, shutting my eyes. I pull my blanket up to my shoulder. “Close the
door on your way out.”


I listen to him move back toward the door and then stop. The
steady whir of the ceiling fan slows to a buzz, then stops. I open my eyes and
squint. Jake is still standing by the door, next to the switches. I guess he
hasn’t forgotten my nighttime ritual. 


Giving him the reaction I’m sure he’s expecting, I pop up.
“What is wrong with you?”


Jake shushes me as he shuts the door to my room. “It’s the
middle of the afternoon. If you want to act like a brat, I’ll go get John and
Uncle Darrell and you can explain to them why you’re wanting to leave.”


“I don’t know what
he told you, but you’re overreacting,” I say. “Now let me get some sleep.”


He walks over to the foot of the bed and plops down, forcing
me to move my legs. “After you tell me why you were trying to leave.” 


“I wasn’t,” I lie. 


He gets up and goes toward the door again. Quickly, I
stretch my legs out again. He flips on the light switch and leans with his back
against the door. 


I glare back at him. “Fine.” 


I hate the way he looks when he wins. He walks back over to
the bed heading for the same spot he was just sitting. 


“If you sit down again,” I growl. “I will kick you.”


“If you kick me, you’ll regret it.” I grudgingly make room,
but I keep the blanket wrapped around me as I sit up. I want him to know that I
fully intend to have my nap once this is over with. Unable to stop myself, I
grab the extra pillow that’s laying next to me and chuck it at him. “I don’t
know what you want me to say. 


He easily catches the pillow before it hits his face and
sets it on his lap, resting an elbow. “I want you to tell me the real reason
you’re wanting to drive Miles’s car.” 


“I was just saying—”


“He told me, and you’ve been driving around the deer lease
since you were twelve.” 


He stares at me patiently. I wonder what would happen if I
was to tell him the truth. Jake may not believe a word I say about Mom and
think I’m losing my mind. He might believe me and then go tell John and Dad
which wouldn’t help. Or maybe he’ll help me save her. 


I choose my words slowly, carefully. “What would you do if
you could save your mom but you had to put yourself in danger to accomplish
it?”


Jake narrows his eyes at me. He grabs the pillow from out of
his lap, smashing it into the bed in a huff. 


I stare at him perplexed. I wasn’t expecting my question to
strike a nerve. I instinctively squeeze my blanket against my chest.


“Tell me right now what you’re up to. Now.” 


“Mom’s in danger,” I tell him. The words spilling out.


Jake’s expression softens. “What?”


“I can’t tell you how I know, but my mom is for sure in
danger, and I’m the only one who can get to her.”


“This is exactly the kind of thing you need to go to John
with.”


“Sure, yeah. I’ll tell John, and then he’ll tell my
dad—who, in case you didn’t notice, is already having enough trouble
putting on weight without the added stress…” Jake doesn’t react to me
mentioning my dad’s health like I was hoping. I know he’s noticed my dad
struggling to do simple tasks like opening cans or lifting a full trash bag
from out of the trashcan. “What do you think my dad will do when he finds out
Mom is really in danger? He’ll go after her even though he doesn’t know where
she is or who she’s going after.” 


Jake crosses his arms as he eyes me skeptically. “You’re
telling me that Aunt Catherine has been missing this whole time because she’s
searching for someone?”


I set my blanket down, uncurling just enough to sit with my
legs crossed, facing him. I place my pillow over my legs and lean my elbows
into it, closing some of the space between us. This is the position I’ve taken
at every slumber party I’ve ever attended, right before all of the gossip and
secrets were shared. This doesn’t have the same vibe, but it does manage to
lighten my mood.


“She’s hunting down the people behind the hospital attacks.
She’s planning on taking them out. She doesn’t care if that involves having to
take herself out with them.”


“And how do you know this?” he asks in disbelief.


“The only thing I can tell you is that it’s happening. And I
need to get to her before she finds them.” I don’t want to say what will happen
if I don’t. I lean toward Jake as I’m telling him this, hoping that he will
feel the same impending doom that I do. I watch him closely as he thinks it
over, his face a mask.


It doesn’t take him long to make up his mind. “There’s no
way I can let you leave,” he says. “If she’s really up to what you’re saying,
you have to tell John. Otherwise, you’re putting our lives in danger.”


I bury my face in my hands, balling them into fists. I
should never have opened my mouth. I should have made up some lie about seeing
some cute guy out the window that I wanted to try to meet. I rub my forehead
before sitting up to give Jake a haggard nod. “Okay. I’ll tell him.” Jake grins
appreciatively. “After my nap,” I add, grabbing my blanket.


He moves from the bed, frowning at me suspiciously. “You
better.”


“Turn the lights off,” I say to the back of his head as he
leaves. He cuts the switch off and shuts the door. Good thing he’s not a
Veritatis.


There’s nothing that he could have said that would have
changed my mind. I’m surprised he doesn’t know that about me by now. 


With my mind spinning, I know right away that I’m not going
to be able to go to sleep. I let some time pass before sneaking out of my room
in search for Dad, hoping to find him before everyone sits down for supper. 


Miles and Jake are out on the veranda when I pass the
dayroom. I find Dad in the kitchen doing what he can to help Clairabelle
prepare dinner. Perfect. 


“Hey Clairabelle, do you have Midol or anything for cramps?”
I ask with a hand over the lower half of my abdomen.


“Let me look,” she says sweetly, setting down the plate of
baked chicken and opening her medicine cabinet. 


Dad shakes his head as he moves around the kitchen, clearly
a little uncomfortable. He takes a stack of plates out from the cabinet by the
sink and carries them into the dining room. 


“This should do it,” she says handing me a card of capsules.
“If you’re cramps are bad, take two.”


“Thanks. Will you let Dad know I might skip supper? I think
I need to lay down.”


She nods. “Do you want some essential oils? They really help
me.”


“No, I think this should do it,” I say, popping out two of
the capsules before returning the card to the cabinet. I close my fist around
them.


“Alright. I’ll put a plate in the refrigerator for you in
case you get hungry later.” 


I return to my room. Now, the waiting game.



 


 

I pretend to be asleep while everyone eats, lounges around,
and then finally goes to bed. The whole time, I’m expecting Jake to come in and
nag me about talking to John, but he doesn’t. 


Slowly, the second floor goes quiet. Still, just to be safe,
I wait an hour to be sure that everyone’s asleep. 


At last, I rise quietly, grabbing my backpack from under my
bed. I leave the lights off, squinting in the dark and taking care to step as
softly as I can. First, I stop by the kitchen to top off my backpack with
snacks. Then, I creep across the apartment heading for the key hooks that are
by the door that leads to the stairs. I slow down when I’m getting close
knowing that I don’t want to run into the edge of the bench that sits against
the wall where Clairabelle and Miles sit to take off their shoes. I barely
brush the bench with the side of my shin as I pass it. Miles always keeps his
car key on the hook farthest from the bench, nearest to the door. 


The keys are exactly where they should be. The sparse ring
holds only one house key and one car key, making it easy to feel for them in
the dark.


I slide them off of the hook too excitedly, and they clink
against one another. 


I freeze. I hear a click and am blinded by a flashlight. 


I jump back, my shoulder hitting the key rack, which jingles
loudly. Damn. 


“Where are you going?” Jake asks, sitting up from the bench.
He’s no more than ten feet from where I stand. I had walked right past him
without noticing. 


“What are you doing?” I ask in an angry whisper.


“I always do my nightly mediations in the dark on a hard
bench.”


“I cross my arms so that the hand that is holding the keys
is safely hidden from view. “You were waiting on me.”


“You promised you would talk to John.” 


“Did I promise?” I look up at the ceiling as if trying to remember.
“No, don’t think so.”


He stands up with his hand out. “You’re being stupid. Give
me the keys.”


Before he has time to take a step toward me, I make a break
for it. 


I crash down the stairs, no longer concerned with being
quiet, and take off sprinting on the first floor. 


I don’t bother looking behind me until I’ve gotten to the
rear of the spa. He is closing in on me fast. I jam Miles’s key into the back
door, twisting it frantically and pulling until it opens. 


He’s through the doorframe after me before the door swings
shut. I can’t outrun him with Miles’s car just a few feet from the rear
entrance.


“Nice try. Now give me the keys,” he demands in a harsh
whisper already sounding a bit winded. We pretty much reach the driver’s door
at the same time, throwing our hands out to touch it as if it was a race. 


“No,” I say adamantly. “I’m going, Jake!” 


I slowly begin walking backwards away from him around to the
front of the car. If he would just stay where he is I could unlock the
passenger door and climb to the driver’s seat. I just hope he doesn’t try to
stand in front of the car. I’d hate to run over him.


“You’re putting all of us at risk right now,” he says,
scanning the adjacent buildings for any hint of anyone watching us.


“I’m trying to save my mom.” I stop walking. If he’s
thinking about forcing me back inside he’s got another thing coming. We’re not
kids anymore. 


He stops a couple feet away, breathing hard from his nostrils.
“Fine,” he says. I stare back at him as he stretches out his hand. “Then I’m
driving. You’re horrible on the road at night.”


I stare at his outstretched hand. This has got to be a
trick. “What?” I ask.


“The keys, Taylor. Come on.” 


“That’s it? You’re going to let me leave?”


“I’m not letting you go by yourself, and the only way I’m
letting you get in this car,” he says jabbing a finger at the hood of the car,
“is if I drive.”


“You promise you aren’t going to take the keys and run back
inside?”


“I promise,” he says. I don’t feel the tingle that I would
if he were lying. 


I slap the keys in his hand. “Deal. But I can drive when you
get tired.” 


Wordlessly, he unlocks the car, and I slide into the
passenger seat. “This will be easier with help,” I admit as he gets into the
driver’s seat. I toss my bag into the backseat behind me. “But I didn’t bring
enough snacks.”


Jake shakes his head, and I stop talking. “If you get us
into a wreck, we’re coming back. No discussion.”


“You’re the one driving!” I protest. Wordlessly, he turns on
the headlights and pulls onto the street. 



 


 

Jake wakes me once he’s decided that he is too tired to
continue driving. We were heading north when we left New Orleans, but now we’re
on interstate ten heading west. It’s still dark outside. The clock on the radio
says it’s three o’clock, so morning is only a few hours away. Since I don’t
know precisely where Mom is, before I feel asleep we decided to head in the
direction of our old town, which is why we’re heading west, until I get a
definite location on her. Jake was just thrilled about that. 


Shortly after the sun rises, so does Jake. He shifts around
a bit in the passenger seat but doesn’t say anything, so after a few moments of
silence I assume he’s fallen back asleep. However, when I glance to my right,
his eyes are open and alert.


 “Are you feeling
okay over there?” I ask.


“I’m meditating,” he lies.


I choke back a laugh. “Since when did you become the
meditating type?”


“Didn’t have much else to do while I was locked up underground.”



I look back over at him, worried that him talking about his
time with Rogues is going to piss him off, but his face is still relaxed. 


“You want to talk about it?” I offer, trying not to sound
pitying.


“No.”


I can’t help but think about what Sidney had said about him.
“You weren’t in a cell when I found you. Did meditation help you get out of the
basement?”


He sits up in his seat, pulling the lever to bring it back
to an upright position behind him. The chair slowly elevates to meet his back.
Without looking at me he asks, “You want to know what I did to get out of my
cell?”


“I’d kind of like to know about all of it, if you’re okay
with that. You were unconscious on your front lawn the last I saw of you right
before the Rogues dragged you all away.” Jake doesn’t respond. I look over but
he’s turned his head to the passenger window so I can’t see his face. “You
meditating again?”


“You have your dad to thank.”


“For what?” I ask.


“For knocking me out.” I turn to look at him in surprise,
but when I feel myself drifting a bit, I turn back to the road. Jake doesn’t
acknowledge me at all. “We were cutting through Mr. Thomas’s yard to get to my
house. I heard quick footsteps behind me, and then I heard my mom scream. I
turned around, and your dad was right there behind me. She kept screaming, and
he didn’t say anything. Then, without warning, he knocked me out with one
punch.” I glance over at him again. There’s no way my dad could knock someone
out today, but before the basement, before he was taken from the Angelo’s front
yard, my dad was a strong, agile Dynamar.


“I woke up in the back of some van,” he says, stoically. “My
hands were tied behind my back, and I had a gag in my mouth. Mom, Dad, and
Uncle Darrell were there too. Mom was crying. My dad was next to her trying to
get her to calm down by keeping eye contact with her and taking slow, deep
breathes trying to get her to imitate him. Uncle Darrell was staring at me like
he was trying to tell me something with his eyes. 


“Mom started, like, hyperventilating. I’ve never seen her
like that. I thought she was going to be sick. We made noise, as much as we
could, trying to get the driver’s attention. The guy driving hadn’t so much as
looked in the rear view mirror to check on us since he started driving. He seemed
to be more brawn than brains. 


“So when he finally noticed and we pulled over, I was
thinking maybe someone would see us on the side of the road. A car was pulling
over behind us when the driver opened the back door, but it was more of them
that got out. They let Mom dry-heave on this dirt road, and as soon as she
caught her breath, she told them that I was a ‘normal kid’ and asked them to
let me go.” 


Jake looks over at me—in my peripheral vision, I see
him stare for a moment—but he doesn’t look at my face. When I glance over
at him, I feel like he’s staring past me, out my window. I turn back to the
road, waiting for him to start talking again. 


“Another car pulled up behind the van about that time, and
for a second I was hopeful. But Mom was pushed back into the van while they
took me out. They put me in the backseat of the other car, but nobody else. Mom
must have been freaking out.


“So we drive for a while and ended in front of The Welcome
Center. You know the Welcome center, right?” 


I nod. It was the first building Dillon and I ran into
during the raid. A sniper had started shooting at us from the woods nearby, and
we bolted through the doors for cover. “Yeah.”


 “A lady gave me
an injection, and then I passed out. I woke up in the basement. 


For what felt like the next three days, I was questioned.
They wouldn’t let me sleep. A lot of what they asked me, I’m pretty sure they
already knew the answers to. They asked about your mom, they knew her name and
everything. They asked me if she and your father had any kids. I said I didn’t
know you guys. Then they showed me pictures they had taken from inside your
house. I was in some of the photos with you and your parents, like the one from
the hiking trip we took two years ago. It was a nice way for them to show me
that I wasn’t getting away with any of my lies.


“So I decided to do what I could to throw them off of you
and Aunt Catherine’s trail. I brought up our old neighbor, Mr. Thomas; they
hadn’t known about him. I got to sleep six straight hours that night. They were
sure to tell me what a big deal that was. I held out as long as I could after
that before revealing that I knew he had some Seraphim connections in Dry
Creek.”


Mr. Thomas had lived in the house between mine and Jake’s. I
learned after finding out about myself that he was a Cachelerie, an invisible
Seraphim, which helped our families stay hidden. He covered us in a sort of
protective veil —that was his ability. Sensaa or not we couldn’t be
found. He was the one who kept me from calling out when I saw Jake unconscious
on his lawn that day. When Mom and I took off, Mr. Thomas had told us he was
going to Dry Creek to warn Seraphim that he knew there.


“You knew about Dry Creek?” I ask.


“Only what I heard him tell my dad a week or so before. But
I didn’t really care much about it at the time. They ate it up though. When
they confirmed Thomas’s identity, how I don’t know; it marked the end of my
sleep deprivation. It taught me to keep my captors happy if I wanted food and
sleep. I stopped asking to see my parents and your dad.” 


He quiets down again. I’m curious, a painful need to know
what happened burning in the pit of my stomach. But he’s told me so much I
don’t push him to continue. 


“Sorry,” he says.


“No, that’s fine. You don’t have to—” I say, trying
not to feel disappointed. “I mean, I get it.”


“No,” he says. “No, it’s…I started to like them.” He says it
quickly, his words rushing out.


“Jake, none of this is your fault,” I tell him, but the look
he gives me is cold. The words feel stupid as soon as they leave my mouth.


“Could you just, like, not do that?” he says. “It’s making
this more difficult.” 


I remain silent, glancing at him again as he stares out the
front windshield. His features harden when he speaks. “I volunteered to hunt
Thomas down. They didn’t even have to ask. They had plenty of Sensaa for the
job, but they liked the idea of me proving my loyalty. My mom had been right
and wrong when she had begged for them to let me go. She was right that they
weren’t looking for teenagers like me, but I wasn’t a normal kid. I am a
Seraphim,” he says, looking at me as if this should be some big revelation, but
it’s not. My mom had told me about her suspicions of Jake’s ability at the same
time she was telling what Seraphim are and what they can do. “I’m a Sensaa, and
my ability didn’t let me down. 


I was sent out with a search party of Rogues. Thomas wasn’t
in Dry Creek when I found him. He was hiding out, and he wasn’t alone. If
Thomas had seen me first he would have had time to warn the others. They would
have had time to run. 


“But this guy, he didn’t know who I was. They must have
helped kids like us because they mistook me for some lost Seraphim kid who
needed help. So he took me inside, and then Rogues came in dressed as SWAT. We
got three of them that way. Including Thomas.” Jake folds his arms protectively
across his chest. His Adam’s apple rises and then drops as he swallows hard.
“None of them survived longer than a week in the basement.”


Jake’s confession leaves me speechless. Mr. Thomas had saved
my life the day Dad and Jake’s family were taken. I had heard Aunt Beth
screams, so I took off running toward her house. In Mr. Thomas’s driveway, I
saw Rogues taking Jake’s parents away as Dad stood over Jake. Mr. Thomas had
stopped me before I could yell across the street or chase after them. If it
wasn’t for him, I’m sure that I would have been taken too. I always liked him.
He wasn’t particularly friendly, complaining more than he did anything else,
but he was like a relative just like the Angelos. He was more like a cousin than
immediate family like Jake and his parents by how my parents would was always
invite him to holiday gatherings, but would rarely show up. When he did make an
appearance to the occasional Thanksgiving I could tell he enjoyed himself
especially when his gripping would end and he would share stories with us about
his childhood in South Carolina, where he lived until meeting his late wife. My
parents trusted him and so did I. 


You never had a choice. They used you, I say in my
head, wishing I could connect to him the way I’ve connected with Sidney and my
mom. 


I slow down as we get close to a near-empty gas station. I
need a break from driving.


Jake leans over to check the fuel gauge as I park the car
next to pump number two. It’s half-full, but he says nothing. I take advantage
of his proximity and pull him into a tight hug. He doesn’t wrap his arms around
me like I’m hoping, but he does rest his head lightly on my shoulder.


“They called it a ‘debriefing’ that I got after Thomas and
the others were…” he clears his throat against my shoulder. “I was told that I
did better than they’d expected.” He pulls away to face the front again,
turning to look out his window. “They most likely expected me to try to escape.
But I played the part to a tee. So after the debriefing, I was brought to The
Academy. I knew full well about the underground facility. I had to agree to
play a normal student being brought in from the outside world, not a captive.
It wasn’t hard, besides it being a total friggin’ nightmare to be around people
leading normal day-to-day lives when my life had just fallen apart. 


“I couldn’t talk about anything that happened to me before
joining the school. If I was asked anything by another student or teacher, I
could only talk about my life prior to my recruitment. Some of Rogues who
worked in the basement and also worked above ground at the school would say I
was ‘brought in’ like it was some favor to me. As if I had a choice, I also
agreed to help them in the future if my ability reached its full potential.”


“How would they know when you reached full potential?” I
ask, forgetting that I’m not supposed to interrupt.


He shoots me a look. “You think they’d tell me that?”
Mutely, I shake my head. “They had a Dynamar kid in the basement with me when I
first got there. He was in sort of training, jogging the corridors wearing the
biggest weight vest I’ve ever seen. It was like he had blinders on, never
looking anywhere but straight ahead. I only came across him a few times while I
was being shuffled through the halls. He was a decent size the first time I saw
him, but in the span of a few weeks the next I saw of him his arms, and chest
had doubled in size. I’m guessing he had reached full potential.” 


Steroids would bulk someone up pretty quickly. Would drugs
work for other Seraphim, those who don’t have strength as their primary
ability? I’ve never thought about it.


“It was hard to get over how surreal it was, being above
ground. Some of the students were friendly enough like those guys your friends
with, Kelly and Boston. I got in the groove of just being in high school again.
Like, I caught myself stressing over essay assignments. And I had to stop
myself from doing that. I didn’t know if my parents or your dad were alive or
dead, and I’m sitting there like an idiot worried about some dumb classwork,
like it actually matters whether I can solve quadratic equations.” 


“I know what you mean,” I say, thinking about my time at
Uncle Will’s school. He looks over at me as if to say, “No, you don’t,” but
instead he asks, “Do you want to pump or should I?” as he takes out a twenty
dollar bill from his pocket.


I watch the money move toward me, realizing I forgot to get
one very important travel necessity. I don’t reach out to take it. “What
happened after that?” I ask, trying not to think about my huge blunder.


He shrugs, retracting the hand holding the twenty as he
places the other on the door handle. “You already know what happened in the
basement during the raid.” He opens the door, pausing. “The morning of the
raid, before everything went to hell, Pauline—she was the school’s
nurse—she warned me that something bad was about to happen. She had
treated me. When they moved me upstairs to the welcome center as a
transitioning between the basement to the school I saw her every day for those
few days they reviewed what I could and couldn’t discuss with others on campus
and ensured I knew the basics of the courses I would be taking since it was
near the end of the school year. They’d bring me to see Pauline while I was
still living below ground too, and she would offer me chocolates while my guard
wasn’t looking. She had asked me to sneak some of them to the prisoners who
weren’t being fed. I thought it was a test at the time, so I never accepted
them. The first time I refused her offer, I snuck a cracker from her snack
bucket anyways. She had to have heard me chewing, but she didn’t say anything.”



We’ve been parked in front of the pump for a while, and I
start to worry that somebody might get annoyed. But it’s still early morning,
and half the pumps are open, so I decide we’re probably fine.


“Anyway, when Pauline showed up at breakfast that morning
She looked freaked out. In front of everyone at the lunch table, she told me to
report to her office, making it sound all official like they do when they’re
wanting you to report to the welcome center. I thought I was in trouble. When I
left the cafeteria, she was waiting for me outside. I got really nervous when
she didn’t say anything at first, just walked with me toward the welcome center.
It wasn’t until we were in the woods between campus and the welcome center that
she told me some of the prisoners had been shipped out before sunrise. She
didn’t tell me why she chose to share this information with me, or why she had
initially trusted me enough to ask me to sneak food down to the other kids
underground, but if she wouldn’t have been watching out to me I would have been
far less likely to make it out of there like I did.


“Pauline didn’t know what exactly was going on, but she said
if I wanted to escape, there were things in the barn on the other side of the
school grounds which could help. When she told me all of that I was certain it
was another test.”


Someone honks on the street, and we both jump. Without a
word, Jake climbs out of the car shutting the door behind him. He hurries
inside of the gas station before I can follow after him.


I know I don’t have any right to be annoyed, but who leaves
in the middle of a story? 


I get out and open up the gas tank when he comes back out of
the gas station with a receipt in his hand in the place of the twenty, my mind
going through everything he’s told me, trying to absorb the words into my
memory. I doubt I’ll get to hear any of this more than once. 


He takes his time picking up the pump and inserting it into
the car’s gas tank. My cheeks turn warm as they flush from my growing
aggravation. I contemplate hitting him. 


“So the barn…” I say, waiting for him to continue. 


He looks down at the twenty still in his hand as if he’s
thinking about walking inside to pay instead of answering me. “I didn’t make it
to the barn,” he says emotionlessly.


He clicks the little lever, letting the pump rest on the
side of the car and freeing his hands. He leans against the car a few feet
away, watching the meter climb. “I had never been out to the barn. And, like I
said, it was on the other side of campus. So in case it was a trap, I did some
surveillance. Then, because I still wasn’t sure, I talked some older students
from the school into going with me, but the alarms went off before we got to
it.”


“It was too big of a risk by then. I took off from the
others and went back toward the welcome center instead. I mean, it was really
starting to get bad then—the alarm bells went off, and people were
running everywhere, and I heard what I thought might be gunfire, so I just
wanted to free whoever was left in the basement and then split.” 


The automatic trigger on the pump shuts off as the numbers
round to an even twenty on the screen.


“What happened to the nurse?” 


Jake taps the end of the nozzle in the tank as he pulls it
out. “Your guess is as good as mine.”


I think of Aunt Beth and Uncle Chuck. I know better than to
ask about them. I watch Jake return the nozzle to its holder, wondering if he
knows. He could be trying to spare me. I flinch when he snaps the fuel door
shut. 


When I look up from the gas tank, he’s watching me closely. He
holds out his hand for the keys. “My turn to drive.”











Chapter 13




“We have to go somewhere,” I say for what feels like the
hundredth time. “Come on! We’re driving in that direction anyways.”


Jake gives me a sideways glance from the driver’s seat.
“What do you think you’ll find at your house that can help us find her?”


After leaving the gas station, I wasn’t able to connect with
Mom during my short snooze. We spent what little money Jake had left when we
stopped at the Waffle House for an early breakfast after I had woken up. Once
Jake made the comment at the restaurant of being out of cash, I knew my mission
was going to be over real quick if we didn’t get our hands on any funds. I
hadn’t had the courage to tell him that I only packed clothes and snacks in my
get-away bag. I straighten my tee shirt beneath the seatbelt, as if I’m a
business woman preparing for an important meeting. I sit tall in my seat,
hoping to hide my discomfort. “Dad would forget to go by the bank occasionally,
so Mom kept a small amount of cash hidden in our study.” Jake doesn’t look
impressed by my explanation. “We’re going to need funds,” I say.


“You don’t have any cash?” He asks pointedly.


“Of course I don’t,” I say, as if he’s suggested something
unreasonable. “Where do you think I’d get cash from, begging for change on the
sidewalk? Oh, wait, we couldn’t even go outside.” I know that I’m being
overly-defensive. I’ve got to tone it down; he always knows when I’m
compensating for being stupid. Besides, Jake has been nothing but supportive
considering his certainty that I’m going to get us both killed.


“I just thought you’d have a credit card or… or something,”
he mumbles.


I lean my head back against the headrest, shutting my eyes.
“Yeah, well I don’t. Sorry to let you down.”



 


 

Pulling into our old subdivision is weird. We don’t talk
about it, but Jake has got to be feeling the same ache at seeing that nothing
has changed in our neighborhood. We pull into the driveway across from my
house. I’m careful crossing the street, but it’s hard to take my eyes off my
house. I’m half expecting to see my parents emerge from the front door. Our
yard is being maintained, no doubt by the retired couple who live next door.
Mr. Landry would always offer to mow our yard whenever our lawnmower was on the
fritz. Still, Mom would be livid to see the state of the front shrubs
threatening to block the windows and consume our flower beds. 


Jake follows me as I make my way around the side of the
house. I’ve locked myself out enough times to know that the small window above
the kitchen sink can be shimmied open as long as someone lifts me up. Jake
gives me a boost, kneeling down on one knee to let me step on the other as he
holds my legs to steady me until I’ve gotten it open. He hoists my feet up once
I’ve opened it enough for me to fit through. I crawl over the empty sink with
all of the grace of a newborn calf.


“Could you make any more noise?” Jake complains as soon as I
unlock the back door for him. 


“What does it matter? If any of the neighbors saw me
crawling in the window, they aren’t going to do anything. They all know I live
here. No one’s going to call the cops.”


He goes to a window nearest the back door and barely lifts a
blind to peep out. “We need to keep moving. Get the cash, and let’s go,” he
says, pointing behind himself in the vague direction of the hallway.


It’s clear that people have been in our house since Mom and
I took off after Dad and the Angelos were taken. Dad and Jake had told me that
they took family photos from our house, but it’s different to see the rummaging
first hand. The wall and tables that my mom had displaying all of our smiling
faces are now bare. Drawers have been rifled through, the contents left on the
floors. Dad’s study is ransacked.


I check every spot I can think of that Mom used as a hiding
spot for cash or valuables. When the study turns up empty, I move on to my room
not even worrying with my parent’s room seeing it even more torn apart than the
study as I pass. Dad’s gun case in the corner of their bedroom has been emptied
with its door still wide open.


“I’ll be right back,” Jake calls down the hall.


“Where are you going?” I ask.


“I’m going to my house. If you don’t find any cash, I’ve got
some power tools from my garage to pawn.”


“Good idea,” I say, genuinely impressed as I step into my
room heading straight for the closest. At least one of us is planning for the
worst case scenario.


When I was little, Mom and Dad used the top shelf of my
closest to stash our emergency bags for an easy grab if they had to collect me
out of my room. Once I was old enough to know what to do in the event of an
emergency, they moved the bags to the coat closet in the middle of the hallway.
I never used the top shelf in my closet even after the bags were taken down,
though, so maybe they left stuff on it. 


Walking to my old room, I can’t help thinking about all of
the signs I had growing up that my family wasn’t normal. In elementary school,
my friend Tabatha’s parents would teasingly call my family “Doomsday Preppers”
after I told them about our emergency bags and exit strategies. My parent’s had
laughed when I told them about it later, and then made me promise not to tell
anyone else on the premise that they didn’t want to take the chance of making
other people uncomfortable by how prepared we were. 


My parents may not have come straight out and told me that
we were in hiding, but I should have figured it out long before Dad and the
Angelos were kidnapped.


I use the shelving that runs down the middle of my closet to
climb up, pulling myself up high enough to see to the back of the top shelf.
Two shoe boxes sit all the way against the wall, so inconspicuous that I never
would have noticed them if I hadn’t been looking. Both are coated with a thick
layer of dust. 


I grab the box to the left, pulling it forward with the tips
of my fingers and nearly falling as I do so. It topples down, and I pick it up
from the floor. Dust falls as I leaf through trinkets and snapshots from my
parents’ younger days. I push it to the side and slide the heavier box forward,
careful not to let this one fall. Jackpot.



 


 

Satisfied by my find, I close and lock the kitchen window
before leaving out the back door. I catch sight of Jake through the window
walking through the back-gate, looking defeated. 


“That was fast,” I say from across the yard as I join him
outside. “I didn’t find any money.” He’s holding something in his left hand,
but it’s too small to be a power tool. “No luck? Did you find any tools?” I
ask.


He gives me an annoyed sideways glance. “Can you keep your
voice down?”


I shrug, unconcerned. “Sure.”


“I didn’t get any tools because I didn’t want to be arrested
for trespassing,” he says as he walks past me. He checks the back door, making
sure I locked it. 


“Trespassing?”


Wordlessly, he tosses me a balled-up piece of paper and then
continues around the perimeter. It bounces off my arm, and I pick it up,
careful not to tear the paper as I uncrumple it. The letters are big across the
top of the paper. “Dad’s shop was empty,” he says without turning to look at
me. “That was on the front door with some foreclosure notices around it.” 


I see an auction date for his family home. “But ya’ll
haven’t been gone that long. Who took all of your stuff?”


“You’re guess is as good as mine.”


I’m looking down, reading the auction notice in full, when
Jake comes to a complete stop in front of me. I walk straight into his back. 


“Hey!”


Jake’s arm flies back, stopping me from stepping around him.
Ahead, I hear grass crunching. I peer over his shoulder, standing on my toes to
do so. A man is in my front yard, walking in our direction. He’s too muscular
of a guy to not be a Dynamar and he’s a few inches taller than Jake who’s
fairly tall himself at just under six feet.


“Stop right there,” Jake demands, his voice taking on a
deeper baritone than normal.


A voice to the right of me answers. “Or what?” 


Jake flinches. I jump. Spinning to the side, I see another
man walking out of the Landry’s fenced-in backyard that adjoins mine. Jake
shifts his weight, his head darting back to the larger man before returning to
the closer figure. I recognize the one coming out of my neighbor’s yard from
the raid. He was one of the Rogues I saw in the basement leading Cassidy out
before it was blown up. He could definitely be a Dynamar as well, but he isn’t
as overtly big as the other guy. He closes the fence behind him, making sure
it’s latched. Both men are dressed casually wearing tee shirts. The larger guy
has on shorts that show off his calves that look to near the size of my thighs.
The one coming out of the Landry’s back yard has on blue jeans. Both are wearing
running shoes.


The man at Mr. Landry’s fence examines Jake for a quick
second once he turns around. “Is that you, Mr. Angelo?” He asks.


“So we do know who this fellow is?” The bigger one asks,
walking across my front lawn. He reaches down to his belt, where zip ties are
visible under his tee shirt he’s tucked them in his waistband. He pulls out
two, letting his shirt drop down to conceal the rest. 


I drop the foreclosure paper to rest my hand protectively on
the small of Jake’s back. This isn’t good, I think to myself.


“We sure do,” the man at the fence tells him.


The one holding the zip ties fishes in his pocket with his
left hand. “You want me to call it in?” he asks, extracting a phone.


“I think we need to finish our conversation with Mr.
Angelo,” the man by the fence says. He takes a step closer to Jake, and we both
take a small step back. “Would you like to join your old classmates, Mr.
Angelo?” the Rogue I recognize from the basement asks. He shares a smirk with
his friend who has stopped just past the spot where my mother’s overgrown
shrubs end at the corner of the house twenty feet from us. He looks back to
Jake. “Or would you rather hand over the young lady and we allow you to go back
to wherever you came from? I’ll even give you my word that we won’t hurt her.”


“You two should leave before the police get here,” Jake
tells him. “If you don’t give us any trouble I won’t tell the FBI that you two
are out here kidnapping underage girls.”


The man with the zip ties chuckles as the other says, “The
police aren’t coming.” He looks around us at the houses and empty street,
exaggerating to make his point. “I haven’t gotten my eyes tested in a while. I
guess I must be going blind, ‘cause I sure don’t see anyone rushing over to
help you. You see anyone?”


Jake doesn’t answer. 


“You came right to us,” the man by the shrubs says with a
smile so big that it makes his eyes squint by his intruding cheeks as if us
being here were some kind of joke. 


“You were waiting for us,” I say.


The man by the fence looks me straight in the eye. “We were
waiting for you, not him,” he says, stepping closer. 


This time Jake doesn’t back away with me. “You can’t have
her,” he tells him.


The man takes another, more cautious step. “It isn’t up to
you, Mr. Angelo,” he tells him. His eyes are fixed on me. 


The guy at the fence speaks to Jake in such a familiar way
that makes my skin crawl. “You know what we do to Seraphim who get in our way, Mr.
Angelo. Don’t you now?”


I step out to the side of Jake taking a fistful of the back
of his shirt to better keep him turning to face me. With my other arm, I reach
behind me to pull out what I did manage to find at the top of my closet. 


“You aren’t going to take him again,” I say, pulling the gun
from my waistband. My parent’s would kill me for this, but these men aren’t
going to take Jake, not after I just got him back. I’m not going to let them.
This is the most unnatural a gun has felt in my hands. If it had been heavy and
awkward the first time I handled a handgun under my dad’s instructive
supervision as I child I don’t remember it. This one doesn’t feel unnatural
because of its weight, it’s a rather compact Springfield that worked well for
hiding on my person without any suspicion of the Rogues, or Jake. The reason
for my discomfort is coming from what I know I’m about to do with it.


Jake tries to look back at me, but I keep the gun out of his
sight while pushing on his back. I need him to face the real threat. The Dyna
drops the zip ties with a surprised hiss as he sharply inhales and points his
own handgun squarely at me, pulled from a hip holster. 


My head snaps to the other man who is drawing his own weapon
out more casually. He smiles at me as he takes aim at Jake’s chest. “Do you
really want to get guns involved? Because I can promise you that Mr. Angelo
will be the first one to drop.”


“Have you had a gun this whole time?” Jake asks quietly out
of the corner of his mouth. I loosen my grip on his shirt, but I don’t let go.
I might need to push him out of the way if either of these men tries to make a
move.


“Found it when I was searching for money.”


The man closet to us glares at his partner. “You were
supposed to clear the house,” he tells him.


I should have expected that this might happen, all of it. We
could have been much more discrete than walking right up to our old homes. I
had been so focused on coming back that I hadn’t thought about it, but Rogues
had already been to Jake and I’s houses once and if we were somehow spotted
leaving Clairabelle’s than this would be one of the first places I would look
if I were them. It proves that Sidney was wrong about the man not knowing that
it was me connected with her when he put her in that machine if these guys have
been looking for me.


“No,” I say, releasing Jake’s shirt. I step pointedly around
Jake, intentionally placing myself between him and the man pointing his gun at
him.


He lowers his weapon a little, leveling it at my chest
instead of Jake’s. I check to make sure that both men have a clear view. Then,
I raise the gun to my temple. 


This takes them all by surprise. It doesn’t matter that my
finger isn’t on the trigger. Jake tries to say something, but I stop him with a
wave of my empty hand.


The Rogue by the fence collects himself the quickest. “Hey
hey hey,” he says, setting his features to appear concerned for me complete
with big, doey eyes set on the space between my head and the gun. “You don’t
want to do that. We aren’t going to hurt you,” he says in an almost pleading
tone.


“Taylor, what do you think you’re doing?” my childhood
friend asks in a sharp whisper behind me. He knows I’m winging it.


I don’t answer him. I keep my eye on the Rogue closest to me
as I see the Dyna out of the corner of my eye looking to him for direction.
“The only way I’m going anywhere with you is if Jake goes free, right now.”


“We can’t let him go,” the larger man by the shrubs says,
his weapon still aimed in my direction.


“I wasn’t talking to you!” I yell, making them both tense.


I feel Jake lean in toward me. “Calm down, Taylor,” he says
slowly. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”


“She’s useless if she’s dead. She knows precisely what she’s
doing,” the Rogue in front of me tells him. He lowers his gun slowly, pointing
it at the ground in front of me. “Fine,” he says, suddenly sounding exhausted.
“He can leave.”


“I’m not leaving,” Jake says adamantly.


“Sounds good to me,” the other Rogue says, bending down to
retrieve the zip ties from the lawn.


I kick Jake’s ankle with the side of my shoe, turning
slightly so that I can look at him out of the corner of my eye. “Do I look like
I’m willing to negotiate? They said you can go, so go.”


He grimaces at me. “They’ve probably already called in the
make and model of our car. If they don’t have people waiting down the road to
nab me, then the cops are going to catch up with me sooner or later.” It’s
smart, what he said. If they hear the car was stolen, they won’t link Miles to
us. And we really did steal it, so they can’t even catch us in a lie.


 “I’d be hunted
down the second I drive away,” he says. “I might as well go with you.” 


I shake my head at him and turn back to the men. The Rogue
by the fence glances at his buddy to give him a sly smirk, his confidence
seeming to rebound hearing Jake as if this still might go his way. “You are
going to let Jake leave without informing your people in any way. You don’t tell them that he left. You don’t tell them
where he’s headed. Got it?” It feels good to be able to make demands, even if I
am getting captured in the process.


The Dyna at the edge of the house starts to speak, but the
other Rogue answers. “Alright,” the man by the fence says.


It’s not good enough though. I turn to the man with the zip
ties; I want to hear it from both of them. He nods in agreement. “I need to
hear you say it,” I instruct.


“Yeah, I got it,” he says impatiently. “I won’t say anything
about your boyfriend, and you don’t blow your head off.”


He’s trying to push my buttons, I know, but the boyfriend
comment throws me. I look around the neighborhood, or what little of it I can
see from between the houses. “Are there any more of you?” 


“We’re not enough of a welcoming party?” the man in front of
me says. The one with the zip ties spits on the ground in confirmation.


I look back at Jake. “He’s told you about us,” the Rogue in
charge states. “All good things, I hope.” 


I narrow my eyes at him. “How much money do you have on
you?”


His head tilts to the side again. “None.”


It’s a lie. I push into it easily. “You have thirty bucks.
Give it to Jake.”


The two men look at each other. The Rogue’s eyebrows jump up
at the one holding the zip ties as if he’s impressed but he gives me a frown
when looks back. No one ever likes being called out on a lie. He pulls out his
wallet as he steps closet to us, reluctantly holding out a twenty and a ten.
When Jake doesn’t make a move to take them, I do, taking the last few steps to
grab the bills with my free hand. I shove them into Jake’s chest, keeping the
end of my parents’ gun to my temple.


“Guns on the ground,” I tell the men. “You can pick them
back up once Jake’s gone,” I say before either of them have a chance to
protest. The Rogue with the zip ties is the last to drop his gun seeming to
have more of a struggle letting go of his gun than the guy now standing only a
couple of feet away from Jake and I.


“Go,” I say to Jake, once both guns are on the lawn. “They
aren’t going to hurt me.” They’ve got what they came for, I think to myself.
It’s infuriating to admit even if it just to myself. The bad guys have won. I
try not to think about it. 


“I’ll make a break for it as soon as I get the chance,” I
tell him quietly, knowing full well that the Rogue in spitting distance from us
can still hear me. I want to hug Jake before he leaves, but that would mean
lowering the gun, and I’m pretty sure that’s the only thing keeping these two
guys from pouncing on us. I stare at him instead wishing that he could read my
mind. 



 

He reaches out and squeezes my free hand, then whispering
almost inaudibly, “don’t let them break you.” He takes off full-speed toward
Miles’s car. He blows past the man with the zip ties. He’s fast. When he and I
would go head to head as kids he would always leave me in the dust, but once I
got a little height to me and made it onto our high school’s track team, I
started winning.


The Rogue in charge waves off his partner who stiffens as if
he still might go after Jake. “Let him go,” he says.


“You said he would go free,” I remind them both warningly. I
point my gun at the Dyna.


“He wasn’t expecting the kid to take off like that is all,”
the smaller Rogue says. You have to admit it was rude for him to leave like
that, no bye or nothing.”


Jake has to wait on the mailman to pass before reversing out
of the driveway. The Rogue close to me takes a few quick steps around me as the
mailman glances over at us as he passes effectively blocking him from seeing me
holding a gun to my head. This is my chance to scream out for help, but as I
think that, the Rogue lifts the back of his shirt with one hand enough for me
to see that he’s got a Glock 43 tucked at the back of his pants. I’m such an
idiot to not have thought of them carrying more than one gun.


I wish I had met the mailman before today. I wish I knew if
he had a family or whether he was brave. I would have to have already known the
answers to yell out for help. I would also have to know how fast that tiny mail
truck of his could go if I was to run for protection. I could shoot both men,
maybe, as long as I got them both in the head. It wouldn’t even have to kill
them instantly just subdue them long enough to put some distance between them
and me. The possibility leaves my paralyzed as I try to decide if it’s worth
attempting. 


The Dyna gives the mailman a friendly wave. He waves back
and drives on to the next mailbox. 


Jake pulls out of the driveway and I realized that he’s
still in danger being plenty close enough for one shot to take him down. It
would only take a second for either Rogue to grab their gun and take aim, and I
don’t doubt that either of them could make the shot across the front yard,
through the driver’s window, and into Jake’s left temple. I won’t let myself
make eye contact, but I can’t help watching Miles’s car pass us. The Rogue
still half blocking me from view gives Jake a similar friendly wave as the Dyna
had given the mailman. I can only see the back of the Rogue’s head, but I
assume he’s giving Jake an equally smug grin. Jake gives him the finger.


He turns to face me as Jake drives away walking over to the
gun he’d dropped to retrieve it. “Do your parents know you’re spending time
with such a rude young man?” he asks. I ignore him, lowering my gun to point it
at the ground. The Dyna grumbles as he leans down to grab his gun. He takes out
a fistful of zip ties. 


 “She doesn’t
need restraints,” the smaller man tells him. “She’s coming with us willingly,
because she knows what will happen if she doesn’t.” He holds out his hand, palm
open. “Right?”


I give him the gun, wishing I’d tried to at least shoot one
of them. “Right.”



 


 

The white van that the two Rogues are driving is unmarked.
They had it parked at a house that has a for sale signs in its front yard. The
driveway it was in had a clear view of my house but not to the parking spot
Jake had picked to park Miles’s car. They wouldn’t have seen us until we had
walked out on to the street. 


It has all the makings of a van in a scary movie, wide open
back and all. I catch the Texas license plate, but not much else. There are
plenty of Texas plates in south Louisiana that I wouldn’t have even looked
twice if I had noticed it. The windows look as though they’re heavily tinted,
but when the Dyna opens the door, I see that they’ve been completely covered
with cut out pieces cardboard from inside. I had half hoped that after Jake
drove off, an old neighbor might drive by, see what was going on, and call the
cops. But aside from a dog barking a few houses down, the block stays quiet.
The Rogue I recognize from the raid takes the drivers seat once I’m situated in
the back. 


As I try to find a comfortable position on the tiny metal
bench that lines the left side of the back of the van, the Rogue in the
driver’s seat glances at me in the rear view mirror as he puts the keys in the
ignition. “I’m Gradney, by the way,” he says turning the key. There’s no need
to respond he already knows who I am, so I just stare back at him. He looks
over at his comrade in the seat next to him. “You aren’t going to introduce
yourself?”


He exhales loudly. “Call me Dex,” he says without turning to
look me. Dex still has the zip ties in his hand looping them around his big
knuckles. He finally leans across the middle console when I can hear other cars
driving around us, blocking any view I would have of the front windshield and
outside world. He keeps his eye on me checking over his shoulder to make sure
I’m still sitting on the bench not doing anything. I try not to fidget so he’ll
get comfortable and quit checking on me, but he doesn’t. He’d said, “Call me
Dex,” and not “My name is Dex,” which are two very different things. It must
not be his real name or else why wouldn’t he have said the later?


The bench I’m sitting on clearly wasn’t designed for
comfort. It’s hard, the metal worn across the top from use, but not enough that
my back doesn’t start aching ten minutes into the drive. 


Dex looks back at me as I slide to the middle of the bench,
turn to face him, and then prop my feet up on the end of the bench as I recline
back to stare at the ceiling of the van. He doesn’t say anything as I struggle
position my arms comfortably so that they keep me from rolling off, but it all
feels awkward. I decide to roll onto my side. At least this way, I’m more
stationary. I close my eyes. I try to relax.



 


 

Sidney isn’t happy when she finds me. You went with them
willingly! 


What did you expect me to do? I play for her my last
hours as if she hadn’t already scrambled through it as soon as we connected.


You were playing hero, Taylor, and all you’ve done is got
yourself killed. You might as well have pulled the trigger!


Calm down, Sidney. They need me for…something. I
search for a better answer, but they haven’t given me any information. All I
know is that they’re more interested in me than they are in Jake.


They needed me too, she reminds me. She shows me her
recent memories on a high speed loop. They’ve put her in that machine several
times since the man threatened me. They have been searching for me using her,
too. She was questioned over and over about me. Dread begins to set it. I had
wanted to think that these two guys finding me had been some kind of slip up on
my part for not being incognito enough when Jake and I left New Orleans, but
this…this shows and obsessive amount of energy in trying to find me.


Why now? Rogues weren’t interested in me before the raid.
Have I done something?


Sidney struggles with the question. It seems she’s been
asking herself the same thing. Well, clearly they know you’re more than a
Veritatis. I don’t know how much they know, but if they get what they want from
you and you become disposable you know what they do to people they don’t need
anymore. She lets my mind travel back to what I saw in the basement during the
raid. You have to get away.


Sidney, I can’t. I did what I could, but they’re twice my
size. I don’t even have a gun anymore.


You’re giving up.
Great. I feel her pause, her mind shifting. I sense her uncertainty but
don’t know its cause. I don’t push, though—I’m afraid she’ll get
defensive. Who do you trust with your life?


Without replying, the first faces that come to mind are my
parents. 


Say their names, she instructs. 


I need time to think. Do I trust Sidney enough to give her
the names of everyone I love? Could this be some sort of trick? I mean, I don’t
even know exactly how long she’s been a Rogue captive. The only thing I know
for sure is that she’s been with them since her and I started connecting like
this and that’s been months. There’s no telling what sort of information
they’ve gotten from her for her to still be alive. I know she’d just tell me
that she hasn’t given any information to them, but that doesn’t mean they
couldn’t force it out of her eventually. 


There’s a way I can get you out of this, but I have to know
exactly who you trust. Name anyone you believe would give their life for yours.


I don’t want anyone to give their life for mine.


That’s not the point. With any luck, you’ll be gone
before they have the chance to force me to say anything. I understand why
she’s not thrilled that I’m so hesitant, but it’s not an easy thing to trust
her with their names. She pushes for me to comply. Her persistence pays off.


As asked, I say their names. My voice is uncomfortably loud
bouncing around in our minds like an out of control ping pong match. “My
parents, Darrell and Catherine Jameson. And Kelly—“


She interrupts me, silently questioning, Are you sure about
that one? You barely know him.


He saved my life in
the basement. He stopped me from running right into that explosion. He had
shoved me out of the way when I ran towards the barricade in the hallway. If we
had been closer, he’d probably have died. If he hadn’t been there, I know I
would have. 


Sidney still isn’t satisfied. It was spur of the moment. 


Yeah, and that’s why I trust him. If it was his instinct to
save me, that means he’s a good guy. Sidney resigns, letting me finish my list.



Jake Angelo, I say next. I wait to see if she argues.
I feel a slight stir, but she says nothing. 


William McBride. 


I think of my team during the raid, Delta team. Dillon, Bryant,
and Ben had made it out of the raid with me. They would fight for me, and I
them. Sidney doesn’t stop herself this time. Only the ones who would die for
you, she echoes across our connection. 


Dillon Weston, Bryant. I hesitate with Ben’s name. I
take it as a sign not to include him. I think of Ashley next, my classmate and
friend from The Southern Academy. We’re good friends, but she would most
certainly die if she came up against a Rogue. Sidney is waiting impatiently. I
think that’s it. I’m a bit embarrassed by how few I’ve thought of.


Seven is more than I ever had, she assures me. I don’t have
anyone now. 


I sink a little at the thought. Surely that’s not true. My
inner lie detector didn’t budge, but it’s too depressing to contemplate.


She pulls the images of the seven individuals I told her; I
feel her prodding around in my memories, and I let these people float to the
surface. Sternly, she thinks to me, You don’t have to do anything besides
concentrate on them. Don’t interrupt me once I get started.


Sidney repeats the names as I think of my seven
individually. The third time we silently go through the names, she skips over
my father. Her mind goes through the rest of the list, but I’m stuck on my dad.
Why did she leave him out? My questioning it causes her reasoning to come to
the surface of our connection; she believes he’s too weak to provide the kind
of help that I am requiring. 


The names in her mind become a chant, blurring together with
images of their faces, mashed together so tightly that it’s almost painful. 


I realize what she’s doing. She’s connecting with them. 


One of the blurred faces dulls and then disappears from the
connections she’s forming. The remaining five are too conjoined for me to tell
who it was that Sidney couldn’t connect with, or I’m just too new to this to
process all this information at once. 


I can feel the connections strengthening, thoughts and
emotions that aren’t my own flickering on. Whatever she’s doing is working.


It’s not like the connections that Sidney and I share. These
are weaker, just a faint trace of the others, our minds brushing against each
other. 


I see my mother. The connection with her is unsurprisingly
the strongest. I want to call out, but I can’t. Perhaps that’s Sidney, holding
me back from them somehow. Or maybe it’s the sheer fascination, the
unfamiliarity of this experience. 


My mom is the only one who stops what she’s doing. She pulls
off the road, throws her car in park. The last thing I can see from her are her
palms coming up to her eyes. She concentrates. Through the connection I can
feel that she knows how important this is. 


Sidney says nothing to them. She shows each person their
memories of me, playing the ones I’ve showed her. Mom begins to cry. Sidney
gives all of them a current picture of me from the last perspective I had of
myself curling up on my side in the back of the van. My body looks small, more
childlike curled up on the bench. If I’m not mistaken that’s precisely her
intention. The backs of Gradney and Dex’s head are visible in the background.
Not being able to see their faces seems to give everyone in the connection a
similar sense of dread.


Sidney ends my recap with an onslaught of dread, conveyed
through waves of emotion. I’m fairly accustomed to it, but I can only imagine
how the others must feel. But she gets the point across: something very bad is
going to happen to me soon. The weak connections strengthen as the interest of
those she’s connected with intensifies.


The final thing she shows them is the view from the Horace
Wilkinson Bridge. The traffic on the bridge is heavy going into Baton Rouge. 


Is that where they’re taking me, I wonder, but my question
doesn’t transmit across the group connection. Sidney must be blocking me from
giving any input.


Then, all of sudden it’s like we’re standing on a city
street looking up at a building towering over us. Through the connection, two
of them try to observe what else is around the building. Tall privacy fencing
blocks access to either side of the building. I can feel one of them wanting to
see across the street from the building while the other looks for road signs,
but Sidney won’t allow them to focus too long on anything besides the one
structure. There is nothing about it that stands out to me, but it looms over
all of our minds. The connections break simultaneously. 


Sidney and I are all that is left.


You know where they’re taking me? I ask.


For the first time since I was captured, Sidney opens her
eyes. I had thought she was asleep. But she gets up from the bed, pulling the
thin mattress she had been laying on down to the floor. It’s hot in her room. I
hadn’t noticed the heat because her mind is only just now registering it. It’s
nauseating. Her skin struggles to release sweat but is unable. The floor helps.
I feel its cool hardness beneath her feet.


Are you being held in the same building? I ask her,
wordlessly.


She sits on the mattress with her legs crossed and places
the flat pillow from her bed onto her lap.


Sidney, stop ignoring me.


She bends forward, resting her chest on the pillow, and
wraps her arms securely around it. It’s an odd position for cooling off. Out of
nowhere, our connection flickers. 


She shuts her eyes as the flickering in her mind spreads to
her muscles. Her body tenses in preparation. Spasms radiate uncontrollably over
her face. Her muscles tense randomly without her consent. 


Sidney, what’s happening? 


A strong muscle contraction sends her body rolling onto her
side. I find myself alone in her head. I can’t find Sidney anywhere. 


Her mind has locked itself down. Our flickering connection
snaps.


I rouse from the bench in the back of the van, still numb.
My movement causes the conversation going on up front to abruptly end, but I
wouldn’t have been able to listen anyway. I slow my breathing, keeping my eyes
shut. I make sure I don’t move anymore to alert them to my conscious state. My
breathing deepens to something like snore as I think things over.


I knew Sidney had connected with other people, but she never
mentioned being able to connect with more than one person at a time. It was
impressive to witness.


My muscles ache from the spasm. She knew it was coming. That
must be why she’s never told me that she could connect with Seraphim no matter
if they had the same aptitude for it or not. She did it for me at her own
peril. 


Sidney had taken Dad out of the equation. It was a smart
decision. If I had known she was going to try and get those I named to come for
me, I wouldn’t have put him in the mix. He’s been through the worst of it
already. Even if he was mentally and physically healed, I wouldn’t have wanted
to put him in that position. 


The other person who didn’t take Sidney’s conference call
must not have been able to receive it, but amidst the chaos, I couldn’t tell
who was missing. The only way to be absent from something like that is if
you’re no longer here to do so, right? Mom’s connection was the one I watched,
the only one strong enough from the beginning for me to understand. She hasn’t
followed through with her plan yet, and for that I am thankful. So it was
Dillon, Bryant, Jake, Kelly, or Uncle Will. I don’t want to think about that.


The van slows. From the front seat, Gradney barks, “Don’t
get up. We are almost there.” I obey. I lean forward after I’ve sat up to see
out of the front windshield without leaving from the bench. Sidney had been
right. Ahead of us on the right side of the street is the building. Gradney
turns the van just short of the building, stopping front of the entrance of an underground
parking garage. Dex opens his door and hops out without a word to either of us.



 


 

I’m taken out of the back once we have pulled into the
garage and stopped. Wordlessly, Gradney holds out a bottle of water. I stretch
as I stand, surveying my surroundings. I take my time. The only natural light
comes from the far end we drove in through at what looks like the only entrance
and exit. I’m not sure but I’m guessing we are now under the building Sidney
had showed the group. 


An automatic gate at the entrance closes behind a silver
sports car, which pulls into an open spot up near the entrance. I take the
water from Gradney, keeping the car in my peripheral vision. Gradney watches
me, showing no concern for the car. A woman in skin-tight workout attire hops
out, carrying a yoga mat. She goes straight to the elevator. I don’t bother
calling out to her. She’s too tiny of a woman to be of any real help to me
anyways. I look around for other options.


“The garage is gated and guarded by Dynamar,” Gradney says,
standing annoyingly close to me as if reading my mind. 


I swallow a gulp of water. “I wouldn’t make it that far.”


He glances in the direction of the only exit, speaking
conversationally. “No, you wouldn’t.”


When the elevator comes back down, Gradney and I get on. Out
of the five floors to choose from, he presses the button for the second floor
and the doors close. He points to the top left corner of the elevator saying,
“Smile for the camera.” I look up to see a small camera mounted in the corner.
The elevator takes us straight to the second floor.


Gradney directs me down the hall where an employee elevator
sign is hanging. “Don’t speak to anyone,” he snarls in my ear before sending me
off in front of him. But no one crosses our path. I hear loud music from behind
some of the closed doors. “Keep going!” a voice shouts at one point.
“One-and-two-and-three-and-step!” 


We get to other elevator, and Gradney takes a card from his
pocket. He swipes it over the gray pad on the wall to gain access without
having to touch the button next to the elevator doors. From there, he and I
ride it over half way up judging by the numbers inside the elevator that light
up as we go.


“Hungry?” he asks when the elevator opens and he casually
steps off of the elevator as if walking into his house after a long day. 


I can hear the distinct sound of Ed Sheeran singing in the
background. “I could eat.”











Chapter 14




Everyone we’d saved during the raid from that underground
hell had one thing in common: they had all been starved. Rogues don’t feed
their captives until they have gotten something from them. 


Gradney’s offer of food is a mind game, plain and simple.
Make the new captive think about how empty her stomach is. This is the
beginning of my torture.


Gradney’s index finger goes to the back of his ear. “Taylor
Jameson and I will be in the main kitchen.”


I look around. The corridor is empty. “Who are you talking
to?” 


Gradney slows to match my pace as I peek inside an open
door. “Don’t worry about it,” he says, falling in step with me. The room holds
nothing and no one that can help me.


Gradney holds on to the back of my arm more tightly as he
guides me down another corridor that could be the inside of any corporate
business in the state. The walls are neutral beige with an occasional plaque
between the closed doors we pass. Gradney doesn’t say anything as I slow down
to read two of them. The first plaque is in recognition of an Army colonel K.
Kendrick below the name there’s the date March two thousand and seventeen. The
second is dated November, 1st 1918 with a list of six names below
the date.


“Didn’t the first world war start in 1918?” I ask Gradney,
continuing down the hall without bothering to read the names.


“It ended in 1918,” he says, giving me a sad shake of the
head. “I slept through my history classes, and I know that much.”


“Good for you,” I want to say sarcastically, but instead I
just pinch my lips shut.


It’s beginning to smell faintly of garlic bread. He opens a
door at the end of the hallway where the smell peaks, waiting for me to enter
first. If he’s not planning on actually feeding me, then bringing me all the
way here is just plain rude. 


I walk into an industrial kitchen. 


On the far end of the kitchen, next to a double sink, there
is a girl and a guy my age making out. They hear me across the kitchen walking
in by me second footstep and jump apart. In her haste, the girl knocks over a
dish that’s beside the sink. It hits the floor, shattering across the large
tiles.


Gradney jumps in front of me with clenched fists, throwing
an elbow into my chest to push me behind him. “What’s going on in here?!” he
shouts, his words echoing a little. He relaxes, hands uncurling when he sees
the couple as they scurry to what must have been their original spots facing
the sink.


From behind Gradney, I can barely see it: a tiny wire the
color of his skin running out of the front of his ear and looping to the back
of it. The Rogues I fought during the raid wore earpieces too. His is fancier.


The girl fumbles with the remaining dishes, her back to us.
The guy crouches down on the floor, picking up the shards frantically.
“Nothing. We were just…” 


“They were washing dishes,” I tell Gradney as he examines
the scene. “I guess I surprised them.”


“Yeah,” the girl says. “I went to set the plate down and saw
her out the corner of my eye and jumped.” She lets out a nervous laugh. “That’s
what I get for staying up late last night watching scary movies, right?”


The guy grabs a broom and dustpan from behind the large
trashcan next to his side of the sink. On the other side of the trashcan is a
second door positioned in the middle of the kitchen. There are two industrial
sized stoves on the left side, closer to this side of the kitchen with a
prepping station separating it from two sets of stacked ovens. Cabinets run the
length of the prepping station, but the majority of the cabinets are on the
right below and above the counter space. Three of the top cabinets are open
showing half-full shelves of plates and coffee cups. Two of the biggest
microwaves I have ever seen sit on the counter beside the two, equally
over-sized refrigerators that are on this side of the door from the trashcan.


 “It’s all good,”
the guy says sweeping the pieces up. He dumps the pieces in the trashcan flipping
the dustpan too early sending some of the first of the pieces flying before
it’s made it into the trashcan. The pieces skid across the floor and right
under the refrigerator closest to the door. 


The girl looks at Gradney. “Did you need us?” she asks
hesitantly. The guy moves over to the refrigerator sweeping around it and then
dumping it in the trashcan one more time before returning the broom and dustpan
against the wall.


“No,” he says with a growl, eyeing the dirty dishes
suspiciously. “You two need to leave,” he says with the flick of the finger
toward the door by them.


“But we haven’t finished the plates,” she says seeming to
catch what Gradney’s looking at. The guy fiddles with the side of the black bag
inside of the trashcan making him look guilty by how he’s not wanting to look
at Gradney.


“I’ll let the chef know I made you leave. My guest,” he nods
in my direction, “is owed a peaceful meal.” 


Gradney turns his back to them, going over to the first
refrigerator. The guy looks me over skeptically letting go of the trash bag.
The girl takes him by the shirt sleeve as she walks past him, tugging him
toward the door.


“Oh, and Jessica,” Gradney says from the fridge.


The girl stops. “Yes sir?” she asks, plastering a grin on
her face as she looks over at him. She probably has no idea how nervous it
makes her look.


“Make sure your mother knows we’re back with Miss Jameson.”


She pushes the guy out of the door. “Yes sir,” she says,
hurrying out of the kitchen.


Gradney pulls out two pans from the refrigerator, both with
aluminum foil covering the tops. He lifts the foil on both. “Jambalaya it is.”
He returns one of the pans to the refrigerator. 


He puts a heaping pile of jambalaya on two plates and then
sticks them in the closest microwave, it being large enough to easily
accommodate both dishes at once. 


“So tell me,” he says, turning the microwave on, “Why’s the
boss want to bring you in? What makes you important?”


I’m immediately suspicious. He’s not getting a thing out of
me; I don’t care if he is actually going to let me eat or not. “I can run
fast,” I tell him. “Maybe he wants me to join your track team.”


He lets out a long sigh. “I’m being serious.”


Though he doesn’t have Dex’s size, Gradney’s physique is
that of a Dynamar. Still, in case there is a Veritatis listening in over his
ear bug, I need to be careful with what I tell him. As long as I answer with
truths, he won’t be able to call me out on a lie. 


“I am too,” I say coolly. “I broke records at my old high
school.” 


“Public school,” he says under his breath to the microwave
as he watches the plates turn.


Jerk. I fold my arms. “Not a fan of public schools?”


The microwave beeps. He takes the plates out setting them on
the counter to cool. It smells heavenly. 


“Not a fan of mediocrity,” he says, taking two forks from
out of a drawer. He hands me one with an eyebrow raised as if daring me to
contradict him.


I take it. He gives me the more full of the two plates. I
stuff a forkful of it in my mouth before he can take it back and tell me the
food was all a tease. “My track team was awesome,” I say between bites.


“Your track team wasn’t ‘awesome,’” he says
matter-of-factly. “You broke records because you are a Seraphim, and they
weren’t.” He gives me a calculating look. “There are only a few reasons why Seraphim
are brought in to this location. Recently we stopped letting anyone in at all.”
He spreads his food out over his plate, steam rising. I watch it twist and coil
before evaporating. “And you were still brought in.”


I think about pointing out that it wasn’t my choice to come
here. “The chick with the yoga mat seemed to get in just fine.”


He takes a bite of jambalaya and smiles, more at the food
than at me. “That was ground floor entry. She wouldn’t have been able to get to
the second floor if he life depended on it.”


“So, why did you stop letting Seraphim in?”


He leans over me to reach into the open cabinets, pulling
out a glass He fills it with water from the tap. “Why would I know that? I was
the one sent to collect you. I didn’t ask any questions.”


He could just say, “I don’t know,” but that would means
being a Veritatis that I’d know if he were telling the truth or not. I can’t
tell if he’s being honest or if he’s playing the same game I am. 


“It wouldn’t have anything to do with the Rogue school that
was raided,” I say, weighing my words.


He sets the cup down by his plate, dropping a hip to lean
into the counter. “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” He says as he takes
another bite.


Lie. Big, fat, lie. I push. Jake had known Gradney from the
school; he was a coach. I get flashes from his lie of that day. The morning of
the raid, when word got out that unauthorized vehicles were converging on the
school, Gradney armed himself with his fellow Rogues getting weapons and
bulletproof vests from some sort of armory, and then fought his way out. 


I push deeper into the lie wanting to see more. The flashes
stop as I push, beginning to unfold like a fan. He’s in the basement, running.
He’s not alone. There are others ahead of him shouting which way to head in the
labyrinth of painted cement walls that make up the basement. They turn, and
forty feet down from them is a barricade being installed on the left side of
the corridor that the Rogues used to shield those of us in the basement from
getting any decent shots off at them. The man leading the small pack of Rogues
has what I mistake to be a brick at first, but then when I see as he turns to
check on those behind me that it’s larger than a brick and wrapped tightly in a
dark plastic. It has a wires running out of the bottom of it that curl up to
the front of it connecting to the insides of what appears to be a digital
clock.


As the group slows before making it to the barricade shield
Gradney turns around and looks straight into the face of Cassidy Sipe. He’s telling
her that they’re going to setoff C-4 so that they won’t be followed. Her mouth
is pinched shut looking tense, but she doesn’t flinch away from him as he
reaches for her. I’ve never seen Cassidy scared. Seeing her from Gradney’s
perspective confirms two things: that what I saw the man carrying is an
explosive and that even in situations of imminent danger, Cassidy plays it
cool. 


I pull back from reading into the lie when Gradney looks off
to his right in his memory and I unexpectedly see myself through his eyes. He
had seen me in the basement, but only for a split second. He didn’t even really
seem to notice me in all of the chaos going on around him, so I doubt he’s made
the connection. Cassidy was even brave enough to try to warn me before Gradney took
her away.


I lower my hand, the fork still full. That split second I
had seen him in the basement replays in my mind, but I was more focused on
Cassidy and not him.


“Is she still alive?”


He looks thoroughly confused, “Is who still alive?” 


Just like I thought. He doesn’t know that I was the one
Cassidy was yelling at that day in the basement when he had to pull her behind
the shield. He must not have noticed me as he ran past to the other side of the
barricaded shield his people had setup to protect them as they ran from us. He
had pulled Cassidy behind it as they were rigging the barricade with
explosives. I dump the jambalaya on the fork and flip the fork in my hand,
pointing it at him threateningly. 


“Cassidy Sipe,” I say, pronouncing every syllable with care.
“What’d you do to her?” 


His confusion turns into a look of annoyance. “I haven’t
done anything to Cass. She’s perfectly fine.”


He isn’t lying. “Where is she?”


Still holding the fork in his right hand, he lifts both
hands in the air, gesturing around the room with a sweeping motion. “Where do
you think?”


My grip on my fork relaxes. “She’s here?” 


“Where else would she be?” he asks, as if there were no
other reasonable explanation to Cassidy’s whereabouts. 


“I want to see her.”


Dramatically he opens his hand that a couple inches from his
plate releasing his fork. The handle clinks loudly as it hits the side of the
plate, the rest of it landing on his food. He purses his lips at me as he
presses behind his ear. “Miss Jameson is requesting a meeting with Cassidy.
Yes, Sipe, who else?” He flinches, and for the first time I can hear a baritone
voice coming from deep within his ear. He looks down at the ground until the
voice is finished. “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he says, once he’s taken his hand off of
the back of his ear acting nonchalant even though I know whoever it was on the
other side of that earpiece was just yelling at him. He picks his fork back up,
taking a couple of quick bites from his plate before looking at me as if he’d
forgotten I was standing there. “You’re new escort is on his way,” he says.
“You better hurry up and finish that.”


Moments later, the same door we came in through opens.
Gradney sets his fork down and pushes away from the counter with a smile
greeting the monster of a man filling up the doorway. 


“Flea, this is Taylor Jameson. Taylor, Flea.”


I hesitate, not wanting to join them. The name Flea doesn’t
fit the enormous man Gradney is now standing next to at the door. He’s a
Dynamar, of course. He reminds me of John, but bigger. 


Gradney chuckles at my hesitation as I cautiously move
toward them. “It’s a nickname, from when he was a kid.” Gradney pats Flea’s
shoulder proudly, reaching up to do so. Flea shrugs it off. 


Gradney pauses, listening. “He’s on the way,” Gradney says,
pressing behind his ear again. He isn’t that much bigger than John I realize,
as I get closer to him. John’s neck is just thicker giving the illusion that
Flea’s taller by comparison, but tilting my head to look up at him feels to be
about the same.


When Gradney’s done, he turns to Flea. “What’re you two
doing until then?” he asks, sounding like he might be planning on inviting
himself along depending on what the answer is.


“West rooftop,” Flea mumbles, not bothering to look at
Gradney. Besides looking at me momentarily when Gradney introduced us, Flea’s
been glancing around the kitchen and out into the hallway


“Oh yeah,” Gradney says with a smirk. “That’s right up her
alley.” Flea walks out of the kitchen. 


“What are you waiting for?” Gradney asks when I don’t move.


“What about Cassidy?” 


He motions after Flea at the door that’s gliding shut. “Ask
him.” Gradney pushes past me. “I am officially on my lunch break,” he says,
going back to his plate.



 


 

When Flea and I emerge on to the rooftop, I don’t see the
woman waiting off to the side at first. It’s the sun that gets my attention. I
had imagined that I’d be in a windowless room by now being interrogated by some
of the same faces I’d seen back when Sidney was still in the basement. I would
have even prepared myself to have my toes and fingers broken the longer I went
without answering their questions, just as I imagine they did with my father.
Staring up at the sun with food in my belly is just about as close to the
opposite of what I had imagined as one could get.


When I catch sight of the woman and what she’s standing on,
my chest tightens. Her dark hair dashes any hopes I had in that first instant
of laying eyes on her that she was Cassidy. She’s doing lunges as she
simultaneously pulls her shoulder length hair up into a ponytail that she then
twists into a tight bun before fastening her hair band around it. She’s on the
right side of the rooftop on top of the track that encircles the roof in a
large oval. It’s smaller than the standard 400 meter tracks I’m used to running
on. She continues with her lunges, turning to watch us as we walk over to her.
Her shorts and sleeveless shirt ripple across her as a breeze whips across the
rooftop. Her running shoes look brand new with no signs of wear like mine would
get within the first week of owning from a consistent daily routine of running.


Flea hasn’t talked to me much since we left the kitchen.
Compared to Gradney, Flea is a professional. It felt like it took us half the
time to get through the locked doors and private elevators. He didn’t even have
to look at the keypads as he entered in the codes. Instead he would watch me,
or anyone else in our vicinity, as he pressed away. A couple times, when
someone walked down the hallway behind us, he dropped his hand from the keypad.
When I asked about Cassidy, he just said I wasn’t in the position to do so, and
that was the last I heard about it. 


Flashes of the woman’s white teeth draw my eyes to her mouth
when she looks over at me grinning. “Ready for your afternoon run?” she asks as
we join her, sounding as happy as her big grin would suggest. She runs both
hands over her hair making sure every strand has pulled up. 


Flea stops short of stepping on the track and I do the same.
I look up at him, who is also staring at me. “Me?”


“Are you warmed up?” she says, beginning a deep sideways
lunge to stretch her inner thighs. I stand frozen. “You’re the track star,
aren’t you?”


“But I just ate,” I say, trying to figure out if this is for
real or if Gradney has them pulling a prank on me. Flea doesn’t seem to be the
type to joke around, but this whole thing feels to trippy to be real. I look
around the roof at the well-kept track. In the middle of the track twenty feet
from the only entrance and exit is shrubbery in tall, wooden boxes forming a
semi-private square around some outdoor furniture. There is a stainless steel
propane patio heater at each corner of the sitting area. It would look nice if
the shrubs weren’t so overgrown that they need to be trimmed on all sides. All
in all the rooftop would have a professional vibe if it weren’t for the
guardrail outlining the roof. It’s made of a tightly knit mesh that looks about
six feet high. It would be impossible to squeeze through and equally impossible
to climb over with no place to put your feet. 


“We can do a 200 or a 400 meter run. It’s your call,” the
woman offers.


Looking between the two Rogues, I ask, “Is this really what
I was brought here for?”


The woman gives me a sly smirk. “If you’re scared just say
so,” she says as she continues her warm up routine bringing one knee at a time
up to her chest.


Realizing that she’s talking smack to me, I glare at her.
Seeing my expression, her lips curl into a grin exposing her pretty white teeth
for a second time. Flea is doing a good job ignoring us. He looks out over the
city, but I know he could grab me in an instant if I make the wrong move. 


“It’s cool,” I say, placing my legs shoulder length apart
and twisting at the waist. “I’m not wearing a sports bra though.” 


Her eyes flicker to my chest. “Noted,” she says,
unimpressed. 


“Why are we doing this again?”


She glances over at Flea. “Request by the higher ups,” she
says, but it almost sounds like a question.


I jump from foot to foot on my toes, warming up my calves.
“Do I get to meet these higher ups?”


Flea clears his throat. “Doubtful,” he mumbles.


“Do good,” the woman says enthusiastically over Flea, “and
that’s a possibility.”


I opt for the 200 meter. 


Flea gets a kick out of watching me get my butt whooped
almost from the start. Only a few seconds into the race and she’s already
managed to put a couple feet between us. I might have tried harder if I
wouldn’t have caught sight of Flea standing next to the track at end of the 200
mete. He was already chuckling at my expense. 


“That can’t be your best,” she says after it is over with.


Normally I feel good after a run even a short one like the
200 meter, but not this time. I feel more nauseated than anything. “I didn’t
know we’d be racing. And I just ate,” I repeat. 


“This isn’t a race,” she says earnestly. “I’m just running
with you to put you more at ease.”


I make a show of looking over her chiseled legs and then
looking down at mine. I check to see if Flea is still laughing, but he hasn’t
moved from the invisible finish line a couple yards behind us. He isn’t paying
much attention to us. On this side of the track there’s a tall skyscraper that
he’s eyeing more than either of us. It dwarfs our building. I turn back to the
woman. Before this moment I had thought I had pretty decent legs, but thanks to
her not anymore. “No offense, but I’m pretty sure that running next to you has
put no one to ease, ever.”


She moves close to me as she pulls her right arm across
herself, stretching her shoulder hard with the opposite hand. I’m about to take
a step back from her when she gently says to me, “I haven’t been able to run
outside in weeks. You and I both know that this beats a treadmill any day.” She
switches arms glancing around me in Flea’s direction before saying quietly,
“You’re doing me a favor dragging this out, but I can tell you that the chances
you’ll get a nice shower decrease the longer it takes for me to see what you
got.” She steps away, and her peppy, outside voice returns. “I’m going to enjoy
this even if it takes all night for you to show me what you got. Let’s do a 400
meter next. I’ll just keep pace with you this time.”


“Can I have a minute?” I ask, still feeling like some of the
jambalaya is trying to work its way back up. “It’s been a rough day.”


She checks her watch. “I’ll make a couple laps. Five
minutes.”


“Thanks,” I say halfheartedly.


She jogs off the way we came, telling Flea loud enough that
I hear as she passes him that she’s letting me warm up a little more before the
next run. I turn my back to Flea, staying on the track as I casually head in
the opposite direction. I take my time with some walking lunges. This place is
big. The skyscraper next to us would make you think otherwise but I know we’ve
got to be pretty high up. My lunges start to move me closer to the outer edge
of the track than forward.


“Back to the inside lane,” Flea calls out as I make it to
the outside lane by the guardrail. I follow his instruction moving back to the
inside lane, but not before I’ve gotten a glimpse down the side of the
skyscraper. The woman has already made it around the track and is jogging
towards me. 


“Back this way,” Flea calls, sounding much closer. I turn
around and see that he’s strolling towards me slowing as I face him. I pace my
steps bringing a knee up to my chest with each step similar to what the woman
had done earlier to stretch my hamstrings. It’s enough that Flea stops walking
toward me as the woman passes him exchanging nods with him, and it gives me
time to process what I saw between the buildings.


The skyscraper is connected to the building I am on. It’s
not entire levels that connect just what looked like random corridors
stretching between the buildings on more than one floor. The corridors between
the buildings weren’t windowed walkways. They were completely closed off from
being able to see in or out. It explains why parts of some of the corridors I
walked through didn’t have any doors when it felt like we should have ran out
of building to walk through.


 I think back to
what Sidney had showed us in the group connection and why I hadn’t noticed on
the two buildings connecting. There was fencing blocking the views on either
side of the shorter building while keeping anyone from accessing the
breezeways. The fencing consists of some kind of welded steel panels; one panel
stacked on top of a second, the height of which making it impossible for even
the tallest person to see over. The people who worked or lived in the buildings
across the street would have to have noticed the beautiful skyscraper that
reflects the skyline over the thousands of windows that run top to bottom is
linked to the mediocre, and much shorter, building next to it. Would no one
question such an unusual coupling?


“Tricky,” I say to myself. It doesn’t make sense, and yet it
does. If I had any doubt about these people being Rogues it’s gone now. Rogues
had constructed an entire underground facility below a school full of children,
why wouldn’t they take two buildings in close proximity and link them to allow
for triple the space.


I stop on the track when I get next to Flea. He and I wait
in silence as the woman finishes her second lap. I glance over at the
skyscraper as we wait wondering if I’d be able to tell if anyone were watching
us from any of the windows facing this rooftop. As the sun gets higher in the
sky, the sunlight reflecting in the windows hurts my eyes just looking in their
direction.


As I line up next to the woman for what I hope is my last
run of the day, a thought strikes me. With this kind of square footage, they
could be housing a whole lot more than just Rogues who got away from the raid.
Could the kidnapped Seraphim from the hospital be here too? Could they have the
captives from the basement who were evacuated in the early morning hours before
the raid? 


With the drop of Flea’s hand, we take off. My legs propel
me; I can’t stop thinking about the captives, my friends. Uncle Will had
managed to get a couple of the patients back but it was a willingly hand-over;
we hadn’t actually saved them. This woman running next to me could easily be
one of the Rogues who took them.


I glance over at her at the expense of my speed, and she
breaks out ahead of me. I lean in.


I manage to catch up and try to push past her. I catch a
faint snorting noise from her as I push forward like she were saying, ‘as if’
without forming the words and then increases her stride to match mine. I give
it everything I’ve got, but she matches my pace. It doesn’t even look like
she’s trying. For this race, Flea’s marked the finish line by bringing a chair
from the sitting area over to the side of the track. As we round the curve of
the track I see him already standing by the chair looking bored as he watches
us crossing his arms over his chest.


I can fix that. 


She leans her head forward as we get near the chair. I veer
in, elbowing her in the shoulder. It throws her off balance. Flea’s face comes
to life as he sees what I’m doing. His arms fly up in a useless attempt to help
her as she stumbles forward. I finish the run well ahead of her. I turn back to
see Flea helping her up from where she fell. He doesn’t look happy.


I throw my hands up victoriously, catching my breath.


“Good job,” the woman says, still hunched over. “That’s the
only way you could have won.”


“I thought it wasn’t a race,” I say breathlessly, keeping my
arms elevated above my head to help regulate my breathing.


She straightens letting go of Flea’s hand. Her knees are
scuffed but there’s no blood. “Then why’d you shove me?”


I drop my hands to my hips. She deserves far worse for
working for people known for the death and destruction they leave in their
wake. “You wanted me to give it my all.”


She looks over at Flea, impressed. “Kid’s got a chip on her
shoulder,” she tells him with a grin.


Her playfulness adds to my growing anger. “Well, my dad was
nearly killed by you people. You tortured
him.”


She looks to Flea. “Did you hurt her father?” she asks with
an edge to her voice like she might have more to say if he admits to hurting my
dad.


He shakes his head.


She turns back to me. “Well, me neither.” She rubs her
shoulder where my elbow made contact a bit too dramatically for my liking.


“I didn’t mean you two specifically. Rogues took him and
tortured him in the underground facility that you people used to kill
anyone who opposed you.”


She shrugs, dismissive. “Then you’re mad at those people,
not me.”


I pinch my lips shut. I take a deep breath and close my
eyes. I focus on the breeze cooling my cheeks before opening my eyes again.
“Does this mean that we have to run again?”


She stares at me a minute, brushing the dirt off her hands.
“Nah, she’s good,” she says to Flea. “I’ll turn in my report for you to give
the big guy by tonight.”



 


 

There’s banging on my door early the next morning. It rouses
me out of deep sleep. The pounding continued until I sat up in bed, at which
time Flea walked in wearing a black ensemble, long sleeves and cargo pants, a
handgun in its holder on the right side of his pant’s waistband. There was no
point for him to knock like he did since the door was locked from the outside,
but when he pauses upon seeing me still in bed I’m guessing his knocking was so
that he didn’t have to get me out of bed. 


“Hurry up,” he had said, before heading back out into the
hallway.


The room I was given for the night looks a lot like a hotel
room. I was allowed to take a shower in the attached bathroom, which was nice,
but after I was dressed, Flea came in and locked the bathroom door with an
unnecessarily large padlock so that I couldn’t go back freely like maybe it was
a fear that I would drown myself in the toilet or something. 


I had asked him, “What if I have to go to the bathroom in
the middle of the night?”


“Wait until morning.”


Flea says nothing when I emerge from the room. He shuts the
door checking to make sure it locks and then heads down the hall expecting me
to follow.


“What are we doing today?” I finally ask as his finger plugs
away at the keypad next to the elevator.


“Hydrate and nutrients.”


“And after breakfast?”


“We wait for instructions.”


He refuses to talk to me once we’ve entered the cafeteria.
There’s seating for less than fifty and a bar full of breakfast food that runs
along the back of the cafeteria and wraps around to the right side of the
cafeteria. There is no way a cafeteria this small would be connected to the
industrial sized kitchen Gradney and I had been in when we ate that jambalaya,
but since my time on the roof I know that Flea and I may not even be in the
same building now.


It’s pretty empty, with only a few early risers. Most are
huddled around the omelet station on the left side of the bar. They keep their
backs to us as we walk in, too busy constructing their breakfast. A man and
woman are standing at the back of the room facing us behind the bar both
wearing black aprons over white, long sleeve shirts. The man standing quietly
on the left side of the bar watching those making omelets while the woman is on
the far right staring off into space. A man wearing slacks and a button down
shirt is sitting at the table near the part of the bar that runs down the right
side of the cafeteria. He’s drinking a coffee and reading what looks like the
morning’s paper. I grab a bowl, a tiny box of cereal, and a small carton
containing one cup of whole milk from the bar closest to the man reading the
newspaper, glad that at least I’m continuing to be allowed food. After my
incident with the woman on the roof, I’d gotten nervous. 


Flea makes himself a bowl of oatmeal as I gather my cereal
at the next breakfast station in front of the woman who perks up when he walks
over. We eat breakfast silently, interrupted only by the occasional chuckle
coming from the man with the paper who we sit one table over from. Other than
that, my chewing on the crunchy pieces of cereal is the noisiest it gets, even
the people from the omelet station who sit together don’t speak. They all seem
to have somewhere to go, eating quickly and then hurrying off; all except for
us and the man with the newspaper.


We are halfway done with our food when Flea quickly drops
his spoon midway to his mouth. He rises from his chair, and for a moment, I
think he’s about to attack me by the glare he gives me. He grabs my bowl right
out from under my hand.


“Hey!” The man who had been enjoying whatever it was he was
reading is suddenly folding his paper up hastily while downing the remainder of
his coffee.


“Kian’s here. We have to go,” Flea tells me, stacking his
bowl on top of mine.


“What?” Of course, he ignores me. 


The man with the newspaper pops up from his seat looking in
our direction. “That bird got them here fast,” he says to Flea. He returns the
newspaper to the woman behind the bar. As we’re walking out I turn back to see
her stashing the newspaper under the bar. She must only take it out for certain
Seraphim.



 


 

I follow close behind Flea as we turn down a windowless
corridor our footsteps sounding hollow as we walk down it. There are no doors
besides the one on either end of the hall. 


I look up at the back of Flea’s head. “We’re between
buildings, aren’t we?” It’s no surprise when he doesn’t respond, so I move to
the wall closest to me and give it a firm tap with my knuckles. The thump it
makes is equally hollow to the sound that our footsteps are making. Yup, he’s
taking me to a different building. 


I was on an elevated walkway only one other time that I can
remember. It was three years ago at the hospital when Jake got his tonsils
taken out. There were complications, excessive blood loss or something like
that, so he had to stay overnight for observation. Mom and I had dropped off a
bag for Aunt Beth since Uncle Chuck was out of town for work. The walkway we’d
taken between the parking garage and the hospital had see-through paneling on
each side of the walkway so we could see the people and cars outside. It was
cool to see the daily grind from that viewpoint. It made me feel powerful,
simply being up so high. This walkway, though, makes me feel like a caged rat. 


I try to distract myself from the growing claustrophobia.
“Who’s Kian?” I ask, moving away from the walls.


“The CEO,” he says, looking straight ahead as a man crosses
our path several feet ahead of Flea where a hallway intersects ours. The man is
pulling a navy blue blazer up his arms and over his shoulders as he’s walking.
He gives Flea a double. He slows down, eyes widening to glance around him. He
sees me and almost immediately loses whatever interest he’d just had in us
continuing on his path.


“What does the CEO want with me?”


“Not my business,” Flea says coolly, picking up his pace.


 We get to an
elevator in what feels like should be the middle of the building, but it’s
disorienting roaming from hall to hall with Flea not taking me down any that
have windows. This elevator requires
both a card and a keypad entry. When the doors open, it is empty. A creeping
feeling begins to pull at my stomach as I step on. He could be taking me to be
tortured, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him. I don’t doubt that Flea
could snap my neck in an instant if I tried to fight back. 


My anxiety slowly subsides when the elevator doors opens to
yet another hallway and the sound of friendly chatter reaches us. Surely
torture wouldn’t take place in such a boisterous environment. 


He checks to make sure I’m following him as he steps out of
the elevator. I focus on the sounds of people enjoying themselves somewhere
close by as I fall in step behind Flea as he takes a right. Two Dyna are
talking in the hallway as we emerge. Flea nods at the one facing us. “Mase.”


The Dyna’s posture tightens, his eyes locking onto Flea’s
face. “Flea.” 


Mase looks to be close to my age. He isn’t too bad on the
eyes either. His long sleeve shirt identical to Flea’s pulls across his biceps
and shoulders with a strong jawline and sharp eyes that show no interest in me.


We pass Mase and a taller Dyna who he was talking with, and
two sets of footsteps fall in line behind me. I look back over my right
shoulder, and there is Mase, eyes straight ahead as he walks behind me, as if
I’m not there. I turn back, feeling very certain that, despite his good looks,
I am not going to like him anymore than I like Flea. Mase and the other Dyna
walk in sync behind me like we’re in some sort of a marching band. I attempt to
replicate what I’ve seen in marching bands taking each step with knees high,
but I’m pretty sure I’m the only one who finds it funny. I go back to walking
normally.


I resolve to staring straight ahead like my escorts. The
farther we go, the more adults I see, certainly a change from some of the other
floors. Some of them are younger, closer to my age like Mase but most are
adults.


I get some sideways, nasty looks from the few who bother to
see who it is being escorted by three Dynamar. I don’t waste my breath trying
to speak to them. 


We come up to a large, open lobby that has been converted
into a living area complete with couches surrounding the multiple flat screen
televisions lining the left and right sides of the room. Each television has
two to three couches facing it with different colored rugs between the couches
and televisions. Black soundproofing squares are mounted to the wall running
from ceiling to floor between the televisions on both sides of the room. It’s a
mix of brown and black leather couches. None of them look like they had been
cheap to purchase, but only some of them look brand new while the armrests on
others have been so worn from heavy use that the patches of rubbed away leather
stick out like a sore thumb in an otherwise up to date space.


There seems to be an invisible divide in the room where
adults are seated on the couches on the left and kids and teens are on the
right. More of the televisions on the right have video games playing with split
screen optics. Some of the younger gamers are sitting on the rugs closer to the
televisions while others are on the couches directly in front of the screens
with their friends, or kids waiting their turn to play, seated on the other
couches watching the game. There are gaming consoles on the left side as well,
but only one is being used. The adults playing Mario Cart catch my attention
when the woman, in her late fifties, holding a wireless controller grabs at her
opponent’s controller seated next to her. He clutches it to his chest
continuing to press to play shouting, “Cheater! She cheating,” as the woman
cracks up wildly.


Looking away from them, I spot the young couple who I’d
caught making out in the kitchen. They’re sitting close together on one of the
couches on the far right of the room, watching sports highlights. Jessica lays
her head back on the top of the couch looking rather bored. Her eyes flick over
in our direction as Flea, walking in the middle of the room ahead of me, passes
the first set of televisions. Then, our eyes meet, and hers widen. She sits up,
nudging the guy next to her. He squints in my direction for a second, and then
slowly, he rises from the couch. 


As we cross the room, I realize that he isn’t actually
gawking at me, but rather behind me. 


In disbelief, his mouth opens. “Kelly?”


At first, I think I’ve misheard. I know he must be talking
about someone else, but I can’t help making the connection. I slow to a halt,
my stomach tightening. The Dynas behind me have no choice but to stop also. I
turn around to face the only Dynamar I didn’t paid any attention to, the one
standing next to Mase. 


My Kelly doesn’t have hair that is trimmed so close to his
scalp that you can barely make out the auburn color in it. My Kelly doesn’t
have big freckles splattered across his nose, cheeks, and forehead like he has
spent too much time in the sun. My Kelly is muscular like this Dyna, but not
like this; he isn’t so ripped that you can see the veins running down his neck
and arms. My Kelly would never dress in the same dark wardrobe that all of the
Dynamar here are wearing. 


This guy does have burn scars on the same arm as Kelly, but
they’re barely visible. Kelly’s were still purple and red when I saw him last.
This Dyna’s expression is hard, completely void of the warmth my Kelly always
carried. A muscle in his jaw contracts as I continue to stare up at him. 


Peeved over my impromptu stop, Mase gets in my face. “Did
Flea tell you to stop?” he asks. There’s no point in answering.


Next to us, Jessica pulls her boyfriend back onto the couch.
She turns back to the television, but her boyfriend keeps watching Kelly over
his shoulder.


“I thought I saw someone I knew,” I tell Mase, looking at
his partner out of the corner of my eye.


“You don’t stop unless we tell you to do so.” He goes to
grab my arm, but his hand is blocked by the intimidating Kelly look-alike
standing next to him.


He looks down his tanned, freckled nose at me. “Shall we?”
he asks. There is no trace of humor in this Kelly’s eyes. On his hip is a
handgun strapped in its holder attached to his belt. If they’ve given him a gun
and he hasn’t used it to get out here than what chance do I have?


Feeling defeated, I turn and continue after Flea, who has
continued forward as if there was no disruption. The Dyna’s voice, with his
soft southern accent though stiff from the lack of feeling, is undeniably
Kelly’s.


As I walk past the couch, my head held lower than before,
Jessica leans in to tell her boyfriend, “He’s an Elite, Mick.” I barely hear
her above the din of the room.


“I can see that,” Mick says, still watching us.


I keep my eyes on the floor. I suppose they must have been
students at the Rogue school with Kelly; Jessica and Mick obviously knew him
well enough to see that he isn’t at all himself. He’s an Elite now, whatever
that means.



 


 

All three of my escorts stay in formation around me as we go
up a couple more floors. By this point, I am positive that we must be in the
skyscraper that was next to the track for us to be up this high up. Everything
smells newer, or least that’s what I tell myself as I take in a deep whiff
stepping out onto a new floor. It could just be something my mind is making up
since I know that the buildings connect. I wish I’d gotten a better look down
from that side of the track; maybe I could’ve seen whether there was a skywalk.
We make it to the next floor when I hear a deep, mechanical humming coming from
outside. 


“They’re here,” Mase announces.


“I know, I hear,” Flea snaps. 


Their earpieces must be informing them of Kian’s
whereabouts. Besides the humming I haven’t heard anything else. “Anyone got an
extra ear thingy?” I ask, trying to ignore the fear that’s creeping over me. 


“You don’t need to know” Mase says coldly. 


I knew I wasn’t going to like him.


Flea looks over his shoulder at Mase, but Kelly beats him to
it. “Don’t engage,” he commands.


“I was just—,”


“He will replace you,” Flea warns.


Glad that Mase is being reprimanded, I look over my shoulder
at him. Who’ll replace him? Not Kian—he’s not even here yet. Mase looks
at Kelly, surly. Does he have the authority to replace personnel? 


We turn down a corridor, and through wide glass windows I
see that nearly all of them are identical: long conference tables surrounded by
chairs, a few of which are occupied. The first occupied room is full of men and
women all watching a projection on the blank wall behind the conference table.
I don’t think much of it as I pass, but in the second room there is an
identical projection playing on the back wall. Everyone is standing, despite
the available seating. The profiles of the Rogues I can see watching the
projection are full of excitement, their eyes lighting up as a couple of them
exchange grins before turning back to watch the projection. I catch bits of
sound through the doors: hear pieces of what the projections are saying as it
talks about break-through scientific discoveries and repeatedly hear, “We are
going to change our way of life,” from the exuberate voice coming from the
speakers of the projection box.


Eventually, the corridor divides branching left and right. 


We stop just short of the split. No one makes a move to head
in either direction. 


I glance around, waiting for someone to fill me in. I’m just
about to ask what the deal is when I hear movement off to the right of the
corridor. 


Doors open and shut, and I hear a few sets of footsteps on
the polished wooden floor. I hear talking for a moment, but it dies off, and
some of the footsteps fade away. 


Flea, in front of me, steps to the side as a man rounds the
corner. He looks to be in his seventies, very well preserved still having a
little muscle tone in his arms that most have lost by their fifties. He’s
dressed like I imagine a CEO would look on casual Friday with a comfortable,
but sleek, cream colored shirt that has an international feel with its mandarin
collar. His khakis could pass in the boardroom or on a golf course. 



 


 

 “Welcome,” he
says to me in a warm baritone that almost sounds familiar. He folds his hands
behind his back when he stops a few yards from us. I don’t bother offering him
my hand to shake nor do I step forward closing the space between us having to
remind myself that even though he looks like a nice old man he works for a
group of people known for the dead bodies they leave in their wake. “You must
be Taylor,” he says with a gleam in his eye that’s making me feel
self-conscious. I nod. 


He looks around at my three escorts. “Thank you, gentlemen,
for showing Miss Jameson to me.” Kelly and Mase bow their heads quickly in a
rehearsed nod. Then, in unison, they retreat down the hall. I’d rather not see
Kelly leave, no matter how weird he’s acting. Just having him close by has been
a relief; it’s good to know that even if there is something wrong with him,
he’s still alive, being fed and taken care of in some sense. 


I want to cross my arms over my chest, but with effort, I
let them hang at my sides. I don’t want to look uncomfortable. I try my best to
look him in the eye. “Are you Kian?”


“I am.” 


Flea has given him a wide berth. “Should I call you, Mr.
Kian?”


“Whichever is fine,” he says, sounding genuine. He watches
me for a second and then steps past me. “Come with me.”


Flea follows us, keeping several feet back so that I suspect
that Kian and I can talk without being overheard. Kian takes me past the
conference rooms turning down a hallway I haven’t been. The walls are adorned
with framed photographs of groups of young men, Dynas if I had to guess by the
overly muscular physiques visible underneath the thin wrestling singlets they
are wearing in every frame. We turn into what appears to be an office that is
for show only. The desk has an oversized calendar laying on it in front of the
chair, but nothing is written on it. The bookshelf standing behind the desk and
chair only has a couple of books on it and a small potted plant that looks to
be plastic. Kian goes straight to the second door in the office that’s on the
right side of the desk. It brings us into another, smaller room that had to
have been designed to be some kind of large closet versus an office. Flea
doesn’t even bother following us into this room, instead I catch sight of him
going to the chair behind the desk and plopping down as the door shuts behind
me. There is no furniture in this room only another door on the opposite side
of the room and a window next to it. He goes straight to the window and stares
out. I have to get much closer to him than I would prefer in order to see what
he’s looking at. 


On the other side of the glass is a large gymnasium where
Dynamar—at least, that’s what it seems from their size—are tussling
in pairs on spread-out mats. Instructors weave around the mats, watching and
occasionally giving instruction. 


This would be minutely captivating if they were wearing the
wrestling singlets I’d seen in the photos lining the hall outside of the office
behind me, but they’re in gym shorts and sleeveless shirts. As it stands, my
interest isn’t in the gym or those in it. Instead, I tilt my head ever so
slightly to the side to study Kian. He isn’t intimidating in the same way as
Flea and the other Rogues I have dealt with here. I note the deep wrinkles
across his face and neck.


In front of us, a particularly aggressive Dyna throws his
partner to the ground. Throughout the gym, hulking Seraphim slam their partners
into the mats. He’s taken me here to intimidate me I’ve decided. 


“Your thoughts?” I’m startled by his voice, and I jump more
than I’d care to admit.


“What?”


“What are your initial thoughts of the place?” 


“It’s really big,” I say looking at him this time. “How high
up does this place go?” The first elevator I got on with Gradney had only five
floors listed. After that, every elevator I entered had various amounts of
buttons; they hadn’t even bothered to number most. At this point, after being
led up and down elevators and through one hall after another, the building has
started to feel infinite.


“The one we are currently in has fifteen stories,” he says
without hesitation.


It’s the first straight answer I’ve gotten in a while. I
don’t know whether to be pleased or concerned. “Minus the thirteenth floor,
then?” I ask, interested to see how far this chat is going to take me.


“We aren’t the kind to be skittish over a number,” he tells
me. “That being said, the contractor saw to it that the number thirteen was
skipped.” He watches one of the adults as he walks past the window. The man
looks at us.


“Plus a basement?” I ask as I lift my hand left hand and
wave at the man. He looks right at me, but his expression doesn’t change as he
stares for a second before turning his attention to the pair sparing next to
him.


Kian gives me a somewhat puzzled look. “There are no
basements, just parking garages.”


He’s telling the truth, but my eyebrow raises skeptically at
him. “If there isn’t a basement, where are you torturing the captured
Seraphim?”


He inhales sharply at that. He turns his head away as if my
words cause him physical pain. He crossed his arms in front of him. “I was
devastated when I was told about the complex beneath that school.”


I copy the gesture, folding my arms loosely over my chest.
“Devastated because of the terrible things your people were doing down there?
Or because it was destroyed?” I’m watching for it, the give away of his true
demeanor, the one that exists behind this old man’s exterior, maybe his
expression will darken or he’ll give me a sly grin for such a brief moment that
I’ll think I’ve imagined it. He can’t be anything but a monster if he’s in
charge. 


His expression hardens, but not in the way I’m expecting. “I
was not a part of that school, nor did I know that they were holding people
against their will.”


I don’t let his sincerity throw me off. I want to know who
was responsible if not him. “Who was the CEO over at that place then?”


He looks down at me confused. “The what?”


I wait, but he continues to stare at me. “You’re the CEO
here, right? That’s what they said.” I point behind me at the door where Flea
is probably getting comfortable behind the desk. “So who was in charge over
there?” 


He opens his mouth but says nothing. I wait. “I am,” he
admits, tilting his head to the side and staring off in the space between the
window and me as if he hadn’t thought himself the boss until now. He uncrosses
his arms. The two guys wrestling closest to the window disentangle themselves
and step back to separate ends of the mat. The one on the left looks to the
window. It’s when he starts wiping something from his cheek and then runs both
hands through his hair as he stares at the window that it dawns on me that the
window Kian and I are standing at is a one-way mirror.


Kian walks around me and goes to the door behind us. “Come
with me.”



 


 

Kian takes me back the way I came, down the hall with the
conference rooms. Now that I’ve seen the place before, I don’t bother looking
around until he stops in front of me. He opens a door, one of the less ornate.
It doesn’t have any panes of glass like most of the others down this hall. It’s
placed between the windows of the surrounding conference rooms—I doubt
I’d have noticed it was any different from the others if we hadn’t stopped.
Wordlessly, Kian holds the door. What a gentleman. 


As soon as I take a step inside I stop. The room isn’t a
room at all, but a concealed entrance to a private elevator. The space between
the door and the elevator is so narrow that only a handful of people could fit
once the door to the hallway is closed. Flea walks in behind me, forcing me to
move deeper into the small area. 


I wonder if whoever constructed this place had a hard time
keeping track of what was where. 


Kian steps inside the waiting elevator and presses one of
the two buttons on the panel inside. Once again, I am forced to get much closer
to Kian than I would prefer.


We only go up two floors but the air has changed when the
elevator opens. A wall to the left of the elevator and six feet ahead of us
gives us no choice but to turn right. This is the first time that the elevator
has opened with one place to go. Flea exits the elevator with us, but he
doesn’t go more than a couple feet before Kian gives him a look. Without
complaint, he positions himself against the wall as if he were a sixtieth
century suit of armor at a museum. He remains there, keeping watch as Kian and
I continue on. 


It’s another windowless corridor making me wonder if any of
the windows I’d seen on the outside of the skyscraper had been functional of if
they’d been walled up from the inside to keep people from seeing out. There’s
nothing decorating the walls and no doors besides the one at the end of the
corridor that we’re heading for. It smells clean, like this area has been
scrubbed down recently to the point of being sterile. The scent heightens when
we end our short walk opening the door into a laboratory of sorts. There aren’t
any microscopes like we had in science lab, but the counters lining either side
of the lab that run the length of it thirty feet or so have various scientific,
heavy-duty machines sitting on top of them. This is where they’ve spent their
money. I wouldn’t even try to guess how much these complex machines set them
back. A few of them are making buzzing sounds or vibrating lightly against the
counters. The few people working around the machines are all wearing white
disposable lab coats that puff around their arms and midsections, making them
look like human marshmallows. All of them are too busy with their tasks loading
and unloading machines to pay us any mind. Two of them are quietly discussing
the results from one of the bigger machines on the far left of the room.


“The underground shelter at that school was originally built
for this,” Kian tells me, motioning at the lab in its entirety. “Mark my words,
the research we’re doing here will change the world.”


One of the workers closest to us finally registers our
presence and stops. His hand flies to the back of his ear, and he says a couple
of hushed words before reaching for his test tubes, taking particular care with
them. 


Kian walks me slowly through the lab giving me time to look
at what the people are doing. A woman is jotting down notes on the margin of a
lab report before sliding the report in the sleeve of a binder that’s nearly
full. Opposite her at the other counter is a man taking out a slide that would
go under a microscope for examination. He has a clear dropper in one hand and
picks up a new microscope slide form the stack propped up in a wooden case. He
carefully dips the dropper into an open test tube in front of him sucking up
the tiniest bit of the liquid is from the test tube and then dropping even less
onto the middle of the microscope slide. He tosses the dropper into the
trashcan at his feet and then takes out a thin circle of glass from the wooden
box and gently lays it over the slide where he’d placed the tiny droplet of
liquid. 


“The people who work for me are not bad people,” Kian says
as he ushers me along. “And the people in that—what did you call it? A
basement?” I nod. “Well, the people in that ‘basement’ weren’t bad people
either.” 


“Yeah right,” I say under my breath but he hears me and
holds up a hand to stop me. 


“At least, not at first.” He nods at the next woman we come
up to who looks up at him from the array of test tubes she’s organizing. “We
are working towards better understanding and improving our kind. I’m sure by
now you’ve heard of the believed religious origins linked to the creation of
our kind?”


“I’ve heard some of it.” Most Seraphim grew up on the
beliefs that a holy being placed a hand on us, thus implanting the gifts that
have since defined us as Seraphim. I, on the other hand, was not.


I had just turned sixteen. It took my dad and the Angelos
being taken that my mom finally told me that my parents and I, like the
Angelos, were Seraphim. While she filled me in on the lifetime of knowledge she
had kept from me she mentioned the beliefs of our origins. So yes, I’ve heard
of it. But, at the time I was too absorbed by the entirety of what had been
kept from me. Maybe if I’d known all of it, Seraphim and Rogues, I’d have been
able to protect my family, and maybe I wouldn’t be here, with him.


Kian stops walking to watch a small machine working
feverishly. The circular lid on top of the machine is thick but see-thru. The
contents are spinning at such a high rate that it’s unclear exactly what it is
swirling around. “With the resources and technology we have here, we can
determine precisely what it is that sets us apart, what makes us Seraphim.”


“You don’t think God had anything to do with it?” I ask,
staring at the machine. I can feel him looking over at me. 


“Personal beliefs are not what drives this facility; it’s
much more than that. Think about it: Wouldn’t it be nice to know what makes you
and me Seraphim?” It’s a rhetorical question, but the fervor in his voice and
intense way he’s looking at me I can tell that he fully expects me to be as
enthralled by what they’re doing here as he is. “How about someone who has no
family history of being Seraphim, and yet their ability is just as refined as
someone whose ancestors have been Seraphim since the beginning? Wouldn’t you
want to know?”


A scene from a comic book I read as a kid comes to mind as
he’s talking. It was a superhero story about that kid who came into contact
with a meteorite one day and woke up with the power of invisibility the next. I
think about telling the meteorite theory to him as something he could explore,
but know that he won’t find it too amusing. Maybe it’s because I’m so new to
the community, but I really don’t care that much about the science that makes me
a Seraphim; I’m just happy to be one.


The spinning machine we are watching slows to the point that
I can see that it is full of test tubes. Kian pulls a drawer open and takes out
what looks like weird metal pinchers with a slot in the middle. When the machine
stops, Kian opens the see-through lid and extracts one tube full of a dark red
liquid from the machine. He sets it in a test tube tray next to the machine,
which already holds four similar tubes of dark liquids. He reaches into the
machine to grab the next tube but pauses without explanation. The woman closest
to us looks up sharply at Kian and then glances over at the guy who had stopped
when Kian and I first walked in. He hurries over.


“I got it,” he says to Kian, taking the test tube holder
from his hands. 


Kian steps back, lost in thought. I stare at him curiously.
“Lets keep with the tour,” he says curtly. 


As we leave, I glance back to see the man in front of the
small machine whispering, his hand behind his ear again. 


Kian doesn’t stop to let me in first as we enter the next
room connected to the lab. For a second I think about kicking him hard in the
back, slamming the door shut, and running for it. I imagine a best case
scenario if Flea were still standing by the elevators.


Then, in the midst of my imaginary fight with Flea, I
suddenly hear Sidney’s voice. All thought leaves me as I listen. 


I can’t see her, but she’s here. I allow the door to shut
behind me as I walk in behind Kian following the sound of her voice. I want to
push past him and run to her but there is no way this is a coincidence.


“You’re going to shove me in that machine again, aren’t
you?” she fusses. “That could be what’s making me sick. Have you thought of
that?”


Kian moves to the side, allowing me to see Sidney coming
down toward us in a wheelchair. I’ve only ever seen Sidney through her eyes.
I’ve seen her hands in front of her face, her body curled up on the paper-thin
mattress in her cell, and reflections of her face in the tiny window of her
cell door, but none of that has prepared me. I can’t help but study her. My
eyes rack over her as I purposefully keep my expression blank; I have a feeling
that Kian is watching to see if I react. She’s older than I’d thought. I try
not to stare at the age spots scattered over her cheeks and up the sides of her
forehead. She is sickeningly thin. Kian holds a hand up to the person pushing
her, signaling him to stop.


Sidney turns around to face us once her chair stops rolling
five feet in front of us. Her eyes barely pause on me as she looks to Kian, who
is silently scrutinizing the both of us. She doesn’t seem to recognize me at
all. 


“Are you putting me on display for new recruits now?” She
glances at me distastefully. “You want them to see what happens when people
don’t go along with your fascism?” 


He ignores Sidney’s question, his lips pursing together. “Do
you know this woman?” 


Sidney doesn’t flinch as I look her over top to bottom. Her
hair is kinky, pulled back from her aged face, gray hairs sticking out in all
directions. Kian’s eyes are all but drilling holes in the side of my head. I
act like I am legitimately trying to place her. I think we both know that he
will take any exchange between us as proof that we have a history. If I lie to
him, though, I’m sure that he’ll catch that too. 


I look past her and to the person behind the wheelchair as I
shake my head. “I’ve never laid eyes on either of them before today, Mr. Kian.”
I want to go to her. I want to kneel down and hug her, maybe smooth the dead
ends away from her face.


“It’s not that I’m concerned with,” he hisses. Damn.


“Mr. Kian? Really? You ask her to do that?” Sidney barks at
him. 


“Miss Jameson is polite,” he says pointedly. I can’t tell if
Sidney is truly mad or if she’s trying to distract him. Either way, I glare at
her defensively, taking as much offense as I can. “I don’t know how you were
raised, but my parents raised me to be respectful,” I snap.


As if she’s going to tell me a secret, Sidney leans forward
in her wheelchair, stage-whispering. “Let’s see how that works out for you.” 


Kian says to the man standing behind the wheelchair, “Take
her away.”


“Don’t believe a thing he tells ya, kid,” she calls over her
shoulder as she’s rolled off.


Behind us, I hear Sidney complaining to her attendant again.
“Was seeing her supposed to help me believe this place isn’t like the basement?
She looks like some of the Seraphim we pulled out of those cells.” 


The door shuts behind the man pushing Sidney. Kian squares
his shoulders at me. “She’s dying.” He says it in a rushed, emotionless
statement. 


My ability remains silent—he’s not lying.


I stare back at him for a second. Is it because of the
seizure? Did her trying to help me cause this? I remind myself that I can’t
care, not right now. I purse my lips. When I feel like I can’t keep my shock in
any longer I slowly turn away from him. I look around the new room, keeping my
face turned away. The lab we are in now has the same smell as the first one,
but this one is lined with tall refrigerators, all with sliding glass doors,
and much smaller work stations right beside them. Like the last laboratory,
this one has one door on either side of the room and no windows. There are no
workers here, though—just a dozen or so lab coats hung up by the door we
first walked through. A single, small camera is nestled in the upper corner of
the room. This lab is confined enough that I’m sure it sees everything from
that angle. 


Quietly I ask, “Is that why she’s so mean?” I can’t let it
sound like I care.


I want to ask Kian more about Sidney. I want to know why
she’s dying, but I know better than to act the least bit interested. 


Instead, I walk up to the nearest fridge. It is the tallest
one I’ve ever seen, shelves going all the way up. I’d have to be a good five
inches taller to reach the top shelves. I try the handle, but it’s locked.
“What’s in those?” I ask, pointing at the vials through the clear doors.


I can see Kian’s reflection in the glass refrigerator door.
He glances at the fridge next to me. “Samples,” he says absentmindedly.


I think about asking why they’re locked up, but I get the
feeling he might not like that. “Fascinating. Samples of what?” I keep my voice
light, as if I don’t particularly care.


I watch his reflection as his glances down, staring
meditatively at the floor. Then, his head pops up suddenly. He meets my gaze in
the reflection of the door, but says nothing. He steps sideways, out of sight.
I turn to watch him heading for the door on the other side of the lab. I’m
hoping that he’s decided to call Sidney back, but he stops short of the door.


He grabs one of the lab coats by the door and pulls it on
over his suit. He moves to the only hand-washing station in the room, to the
left of the coat hooks. 


“Have a seat,” he instructs while rinsing his hands. Sliding
on a pair of latex gloves, he walks over to another station.


My heart-rate quickens as his gloved hand hovers over a tray
that has a short red sharps container sitting on it. Next to the sharps container
is everything needed to draw blood. He picks up a syringe and strip of stretchy
rubber tubing. “For what?”


“I’m going to take your blood,” he says. 


I’d donated blood once at my school’s blood drive. Nothing
ever came of that. Mom and Dad weren’t very happy when I told them how I got
bonus points in math class for doing it. I had to swear never to do it again.


“Like hell you are.”


He presses behind his ear as he continues readying a work
station with the other hand. He extracts gauze from a glass jar that reeks of
rubbing alcohol as he says to his ear, “Mase, bay four.” He casually rolls a
stool out from under the station and sits down in it. He points to another
stool under the station “Please sit down. This will only take a second.”


I move closer to see what all he has out. I don’t see any
vials of suspicious-looking substances that he might be intending to inject me
with. Still, I don’t like my options. As I stand there, my mind racing, the
door by the lab coats swings open. I instinctively jump back. Mase walks in,
rolling up his left sleeve. When he sees me, he stops.


Looking amused, he asks, “She giving you trouble, sir?”


I take another step back from them and glare at Kian.
“You’re going to force me to give you my blood? What happened to the whole ‘We
aren’t bad people’ thing?”


Kian, still sitting, says, “Mase is only here to ease any
worry you may have. He’ll go first to demonstrate how painless this is.” He
looks at Mase’s sleeve, rolled up past his elbow and says, “You had the right
idea.” Mase silently sits down in the chair beside Kian’s and offers him his
arm. 


“Why do you want my blood?” I ask, as I watch Kian tie a
rubber tub above Mase’s left elbow. He rubs a gloved index finger over the
crease of Mase’s arm before inserting the tiny needle into Mase’s arm. He pops
the test tube into the other end of the needle, blood quickly filling it. Mase
doesn’t react at all; he just stares down at the floor. His eyes flicker up to
Kian for a moment and then go back to the ground. 


Kian removes the rubber tubing with one hand while juggling
the test tube still filling with blood. He sets it on the tray between them and
then gives me a small, forced smile. See?
Not so bad. Kian pulls the communication thingy out of his ear, unwinding
the thin, fresh-toned wire. He drops the device into the chest pocket of his
lab coat, managing to hold the needle steady in Mase’s arm with one hand. Kian
then nods at Mase expectantly. Mase pulls his device out next. He struggles to
shove it into his pants pocket, trying not to move his left arm. 


With the devices safely away, Kian says, “You are the next
generation, Miss Jameson. You’re special.” 


Mase gives me an intense once-over, as if the something that
makes me special might somehow present itself on my forehead. I don’t meet
Mase’s gaze. The vial hanging from his arm is almost full. I stare at the
burgundy contents. 


“There’s nothing special about being a Veritatis.”


Kian dislodges the vial from the needle and then shakes it,
watching it almost as intensely as I was. “You don’t have to be modest,” he
says. He writes Mase’s name on it with a permanent marker before setting it on
the counter.


“How do you know who I am?”


Kian takes a small square of gauze and holds it over the
needle tip. “Darrell Jameson, for one.” He pulls the needle slowly from Mase’s
arm. Hearing him say my dad’s name is unnerving. Kian wraps a bandage around
Mase’s arm, leaving the gauze to cover the injection site. “You can go,” he
tells Mase. “And drink some orange juice,” he adds as an afterthought. “We
don’t want you passing out.”


Mase gets up to leave without a word. “Oh, Mase?” Mase turns
to Kian on his way to the door. “Tell Mr. Edwards to make sure they don’t need
any help downstairs.”


I know that my dad didn’t tell them about me. I’m sure of
it, but Kian hasn’t lied to me yet. As soon as Mase shuts the door, I ask Kian,
“What did my dad tell you?”


“I’ve never spoken with him,” he says, moving Mase’s sample
off to the side. “As I told you, I didn’t work at The Academy. But I was
informed that he refused to answer any questions regarding his offspring. As a
Veritatis, I’m sure you know how telling silence can be.”


As a Veritatis that may be true, but for me, one lie can
reveal even more. 


“So he didn’t want Rogues to know who I was. Big deal.” I
worry about where he’s going, and I choose my words carefully. “Any parent
would refuse to talk about their child if they thought it would put them in
danger.”


He gives me a knowing look. “Not any parent.” I hold his
gaze until he goes back to preparing the tray. “You were already known to us,
Miss Jameson. It was your Seraphim ability he was questioned about.” He grabs a
new pair of gloves. “You don’t consider yourself special?”


I run my fingers through my hair, checking for split ends
and stalling for time. He can play nice, but he isn’t going to get anything out
of me. “If you had a face like mine. You’d think you were special too.”


The wrinkles in the corner of his mouth deepen, but he
maintains his composure. “I have had the pleasure of meeting plenty of Seraphim
who were impressive at first glance, but,” he taps on the vial full of blood,
“most turned out to be average.”


I drop the hair I’m holding to comb out a new section. “Did
you kill them?”


He chuckles in a dry rasp. “I didn’t hurt any of them.”


“You had someone else do it for you, then?”


“I did not.”


I look up from my hair, considering what he’s said. His
answer is straight on and honest, but I can’t help wonder if he’s still hiding
something. I saw that basement. If you don’t play ball for their team then they
don’t allow you to play ball at all. 


What does he want with my blood though?


“I tell you what,” he says. “I can promise you that if you
let me take one blood sample, you will not be harmed in any way, no matter the
results.”


Despite my better judgment, I sit. “I want to watch you run
the tests afterwards.”


“Alright. I’ll explain the results,” he says, wrapping the
rubber strap around my upper arm, tying it tight. I watch as my hand slowly
reddens. 


I could still refuse. I could try to run. I would need codes
and a keycard for all of the locked doors. I would have to knock Kian out
somehow, or I’ll have the entire building searching for me before I make it
through the adjoining lab. I would need someone to help me, and there is only
one person in the building that comes to mind.


Kian picks up an alcohol swab. I curl my arm into myself
protectively. 


I tuck my feet under my stool to bounce them anxiously under
me. “I’m nervous. Could you get one more person in for me to watch?” He stares
at me giving me no indication if he buying it or not.


“You have plenty of people working for you,” I say, acting
like I don’t already have someone in mind. “ What about that other guy that was
with Mase?”


Kian shakes his head with an almost sad grin. “His blood wouldn’t
work for what I’m doing,” he explains. “I need a regular blood sample to run
with yours to show you the difference in the results.” His grin fades as he
looks me in the eye. “You know Mr. Edwards, is that right?”


I ignore the question, quickly asking my own. “Why wouldn’t
Kelly’s blood work?”


“I suspect that he’ll have similar markers to yours.”


I allow him to take my arm. “Similar markers?” The alcohol
swab is cold on my skin. It leaves a sharp cooling sensation as he grabs the
needle and test tube. 


“Like you, Mr. Edwards is special.”



 


 


 










Chapter 15




“Once those are done,” Kian says, moving away from the
spinning machine holding the tube of my blood, “I’ll use a dropper to—”
The door to the other lab bursts open.


Flea runs in, stopping as soon as he lays eyes on the both
of us. I can hear heels clicking behind him in the distance. 


Kian’s tone goes cold. “What is the meaning of this?”


Flea presses his earpiece into his ear. “Sir, we have to
clear out,” he says insistently. 


The flurry of footsteps and voices from the adjacent lab
sounds like they have everyone hurrying out suddenly. It’s as though we’ve
missed an announcement that there’s free pizza and donuts in the break room.
There’s a clicking of heels that grows closer as every other sound from the lab
behind Flea fades. “Be sure to wipe your hard drives!” a deep voice yells from
far enough away that the heels nearly drown his words out.


Kian looks at Flea. “We are in the middle of—” I catch
a glimpse of shiny black heels stepping in the lab behind Flea’s big frame. She
clears her throat prompting Flea to move out of the doorway, gaze still fixed
on Kian. Kian quickly blocks my view as he steps between the door and me. Kian
isn’t as tall as Flea. Platinum hair is all I can see over him, but it’s
enough. 


I dive around Kian, pushing Flea out of the way as best I
can. “Cassidy?!”


I had first seen Cassidy’s platinum hair after secretly
following my mom to a meeting spot in New Orleans after Dad and the Angelos
were kidnapped. My mom had told me she was meeting the only Seraphim she could
trust. She was talking about my Uncle Will, but Cassidy was there with him.
When I had seen Cassidy’s hair from a distance I had mistaken her for an old
lady thinking it was silver. I don’t know why I ever thought it was silver.
It’s not really even platinum, but it’s the closest word I can think of to
describe it. Her hair is a beam of light in a dark room.


She opens her arms to me, pulling me into her chest. “You
are really here! I’m so glad you’re safe.” She pulls her head away for a moment
to look me in the eye. “The last time I saw you, I thought that was it,” she
says. In the basement during the raid, she had tried to warn me as she was
pulled behind the barricade. I tried to get to her in the midst of us trying to
take down the Rogues who were shooting at us from behind the barricade at the
end of the corridor. The Rogues, with Cassidy, fled though another corridor on
the other side of the barricade that we couldn’t see, and after the explosion
the corridor we were in was collapsing to the point that we were scrambling to
collect the prisoners we’d freed and our wounded before we became trapped.
Cassidy had no way of knowing that Kelly had shoved me into a cell just before
the explosives rigged to the barricade detonated.


“You shouldn’t be here,” Kian says to her in the same stern
tone as before.


She loops an arm around my shoulders She isn’t hesitant to
meet Kian’s eyes. “You didn’t leave me any choice,” she says defiantly. “You didn’t
have your comms in.”


Kian gives Flea a sharp look. “What happened?”


Flea pauses, looking at me uncomfortably. I don’t bother to
pretend as if I’m not listening. “Your comms, sir.” 


Kian takes the little device from his pocket with an annoyed
grunt and inserts it into his ear. He goes silent as he listens, his mouth
forming a hard line. I watch Cassidy’s eyes flit over to the machine spinning
behind us. “Looks like you won’t be finishing whatever science experiment you
two were working on,” she says to me.


I turn to look at the machine, which is still whirring away.
“Why not?” Flea steps closer to Kian. “Public elevators have already been
disabled, sir.”


“Shut all of them down,” Kian tells him. 


The two men head for the door on the other side of the lab.
Cassidy tugs on my arm to get my feet moving as I look back at the machine one
more time. Flea repeats Kian’s order into his earpiece as they walk, checking
over his shoulder to make sure Cassidy and I are following. “We’re going to the
roof,” he says once he takes his hand away from the back of his ear. “The bird
is doubling back.”


“If the second floor becomes compromised have our people
barricade all doors leading to the stairwells,” Kian tells him.


Cassidy, with her arm still around my shoulders, hurries me
forward with her. If she knows what’s going on, she isn’t forthcoming. My
relief at seeing her alive and well is fading with every step we take.
Cassidy’s willingness to trail after them speaks volumes. What tells me even
more is her being able to walk about freely. 


“So it’s true then,” I say, keeping my voice low so the
others won’t hear me. “You’re a Rogue.”


Cassidy’s expression darkens. “Is that what you’ve heard?”
she asks, keeping her eyes straight ahead. “I should have expected it. I heard
people say some pretty brutal things even before all this.” Her brow creases as
she glares into the space between us and Kian and Flea. “Did no one notice that
I was completely surrounded by Rogues in that facility? What about the fact
that my entire raid party had been gunned down in our effort to save innocent
lives?” I don’t know what to say; immediately, I want to backpedal. 


“I saw you being dragged away,” I admit. Cassidy had tried
to warn me about the explosives after all


The creases fade from her brow. She squeezes my shoulder.
The pants suit she’s wearing is tailored to a near perfect fit. She never wore
anything that nice at The Southern Academy. “But, you aren’t being guarded
and…” I look down at her feet, “you’re wearing heels.”


“Have you not noticed?” she asks, eyeing the back of Flea’s
head and then giving me a soft smile. “There’s always at least one of them
breathing down my neck.” I can’t bring myself to meet her smile. I can’t tell
if she’s avoiding answering my question because of Kian and Flea’s close
proximity or if she simply doesn’t want to answer. Cassidy exhales loudly.
“When I got here I had to make a decision. There is so much you don’t know.”


“I’m all ears.”


Cassidy watches Kian as she ducks her head in my direction.
“You’d have done the same.”


At that, I shake her arm off. 


Who does she think she’s talking to? My family was ripped
apart by these people; did she forget that? 


“I. Will. Never. Be. a Rogue,” I say, not even trying to
hide my contempt. “I don’t know what they did to you, or to Kelly, or anyone
else, but my family was nearly destroyed because of these people.” Flea half
glances back at the sound of my voice, but Kian says something about clearing
floors that draws his attention.


She takes my hand in an attempt to draw me back to her. I
try to pull it back, but she holds on to it tight. “My family is here,
Taylor,” she says, sounding more like a plea more than a statement.


“Your family is dead, Cassidy. They’ve been dead.” She looks
at me, unfazed by the cold reminder of her parent’s death. She’s the one who
told me that Rogues killed them decades ago. As Flea takes us down yet another
windowless corridor, I imagine a Sipe Christmas card, a family picture of
Cassidy smiling sweetly and her zombie parents standing on either side of her,
their gaunt faces snarling at the camera.


A door opens ahead of us, and we slow. As we pass it, I
catch a glimpse of Dynamars, male and female, bustling around inside. The
largest Dyna are loading guns. A few wear bulletproof vests. I turn to see Gradney,
Mase, and Kelly all emerge from the room behind us. Kelly is the only one not
wearing a vest. 


“Speak of the devil,” Cassidy says to the three of them,
although I’m not sure why. Kelly looks from us to Kian and Flea. I look forward
to see Flea, without turning to see who’s behind us, is waving Kelly forward. 


Kelly steps past us, falling into step in front of Kian. 


This is ridiculous. Kelly and Cassidy don’t seem to think
it’s a big deal to consort with the people I thought we all despised! In no universe
should this be happening.


Gradney walks up next to Cassidy, opposite me, and gives her
a wink. Mase takes up the rear. 


“Taylor,” Cassidy says with a sweet smile I don’t know if
I’ve seen on her before, “I’d like you to meet my little brother.


“We’ve met,” Gradney tells her, nonchalant. 


I should be shocked, probably, but given everything that’s
occurred in the last twenty-four hours, it’s barely a blip on my radar. Still,
I find myself looking around Cassidy to better examine Gradney’s features. Their
resemblance isn’t very prominent. Yeah, their coloring is about the same, but
Cassidy’s facial features are much softer. 


At least now I know what happened to Cassidy’s baby brother
on the night of her parents’ murder; I don’t want to ask, but it makes sense.
He’s been with the people who took him this whole time. Not only that, but he’s
working for them, and now Cassidy is too. I swallow hard, trying to push down
the burning sensation in my throat. The Cassidy I know wouldn’t work for anyone
else unless she wanted to, and she sure wouldn’t work for the people that
killed her parents. 


“That’s great that you found your brother, but…,” I watch
Kian in front of me who is quietly discussing the situation downstairs with
Flea. “Just because he’s one of them doesn’t mean you should be.”


“I won’t leave him again,” she says, holding her head a
little higher. She leans a little toward Gradney giving him a reassuring smile.



“You didn’t leave him,” I remind her as Gradney smiles back
at her, getting a little louder before catching myself. “He was taken.” 


Cassidy looks at me out of the corner of her eye. “If
everyone back home thinks I’m a Rogue, then all I have is my brother and my
uncle.” 


“You didn’t say anything about having an uncle.”


Cassidy looks straight ahead again, a smile creeping back to
her lips. “I’m surprised he didn’t tell you. That’s my father’s oldest
brother.” She nods at Kian.


Kian doesn’t stop his conversation with Flea, but I can’t
help but gawk at him. 


“What?” I accidentally ask out loud. I compare Kian and
Gradney’s profiles. Their resemblance is much clearer. Now that I know, I can’t
believe I didn’t catch that earlier. 


I slow down, taking it all in. Mase pushes me in the back,
and I stumble forward. I don’t know what I had been expecting but this wasn’t
it. Well, maybe I did sort of know—I would be brought to some sort of
brainwashing factory where normal Seraphim went in and evil Rogues were spewed
out. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find them belting out mantras about
their superiority over nonSeraphim with
every breakfast, lunch, and dinner, but not this.


My voice is low when I cautiously say to Cassidy, “So, your
uncle killed your parents.”


Gradney chokes back a laugh. At the sound, Kian glances back
at us. Cassidy watches him, unfazed. 


Louder than I would like, Gradney says, “Justice was served
years ago.” He cuts his eyes over at me. “Not that it’s any of your business.” 


His confidence instantly annoys me. The back of Kelly’s head
flashes into view from around Kian. At least I wasn’t totally wrong about this
place spewing out Rogues.


I can’t forget about Sidney either. When it came to her
health, Sidney has never let on that anything was wrong except for that one
seizure, but she is in terrible shape. She’s been a captive for a while, so I
guess I shouldn’t be too surprised—still, it hurts. Maybe she doesn’t
know how serious it is. I wonder if anyone’s told her. 


That brings me to Kian, another weird piece of a weird
puzzle. How can the person running this place be…nice? Maybe he’s not exactly
nice, but I would have imagined the person who was calling the shots at a place
like this would be wicked at the very least. Kian comes off as nothing more
than an inquisitive old scientist. 


A stairwell door opens behind all of us, and a couple
well-dressed Seraphim dash out of it. Mase moves so close to me that I can feel
the heat coming off his body. Under normal circumstances I wouldn’t be too
bothered by a good-looking guy getting in my personal space, but today I feel
like turning around and kneeing him in the groin. I would, too, if I thought I
could get away with it. Instead, I forcefully toss my long ponytail over my
back, purposely hitting him in the face.


“Do you mind?” he growls, wiping his cheek where my hair
made contact.


“Do you mind?”


Cassidy gives me a harsh look exactly like the ones during
our lunches together at The Southern Academy when she and I were getting on
each other’s nerves as she pushed me to improve my ability to read into lies.
“Taylor, stop. He’s here to protect you.”


“What am I being protected from exactly?”


No one answers.


“Third floor has been compromised,” Flea reports after a
moment, I guess for those in the group not listening to comms. “Shots fired.”
Flea and Kelly’s steps quicken putting distance between them and Kian as he
continues walking at a normal pace.


“That was fast,” Gradney grumbles. Cassidy shoots Gradney a
nervous glance.


“Cancel the barricades,” Kian instructs, his voice smooth.
“Safe rooms are priority.” 


Flea speaks quickly into his earpiece, repeating Kian’s
instructions. Seraphim hurry into the hall ahead of us. Kelly directs them out
of our path with little more than a flick of his wrist.


“Who’s on the third floor?” I ask, but again no one answers.



Could Sidney’s call for help have worked that fast? It takes
time to form a plan and gather everyone. It’s doubtful that there are any
decent Seraphim in the area who aren’t Rogues. Plus, there’s always travel
time. Kelly stops at a stairwell and we all slow behind him. He swipes his
badge to open the stairwell door. “No,” Kian tells him through pinched lips,
“Too risky. Take us to the rear stairs.”


Kelly is redirecting us when a small group of Seraphim
children emerge from a room led by a very friendly-looking woman. The kids, the
oldest no more than ten, are all smiles until they lay eyes on Kelly and Flea.
The smallest ones shrink back into the room until the woman with them says,
“Hurry up if you’re wanting ice cream.”


“Third floor,” Kian instructs the woman who looks to him as
we pass them. 


I gape at the back of Kian’s head. He wants to send kids
down to the floor that he knows is under some kind of siege? So much for him
being a nice Rogue.


The woman leading the children stiffens. “Third?” she asks.


“Yes,” Kian answers briskly. With his pinky he pushes his
earpiece deeper into his ear. He catches my scowl as he watches the woman turn
the kids around. The tallest boy in the group, most likely a Dyna, is the last
to turn around. He looks at me with longingly. I can’t tell if he’s wishing he
could come with us or if he’s wishing I would speak up to Kian for sending him
and the other kids down to the third floor somehow knowing that they aren’t
actually going to get ice cream. Or, maybe I’m just imagining the longing in
his eyes, because no sooner that our eyes meet he’s turning around to join the
other kids. “Don’t worry. They’ll be okay,” Kian assures the woman who glances
over her shoulder at him as she points the kids down the hall, but I can tell
he’s saying it more for my benefit.


Cassidy’s noticed my ugly looks as well. “He’s biding time
for us to get out safely,” she says quietly, although not appearing too sure
herself. 


“By sacrificing children?” I ask.


On the other side of Cassidy, Gradney chimes in, “We aren’t
sacrificing anyone.”


I pick up on the lie before Gradney has finished the
sentence. I push hard into it. Cassidy gives him a light tap with the side of
her elbow. She glances back over at me, but I continue to stare straight ahead
as if I hadn’t caught his slip-up. 


I scroll into Gradney’s lie, ignoring the talk that
continues around me. Gradney knows a good deal about the children. They aren’t
the offspring of any Seraphim who work here. Some of them were taken off the
same hospital bus as Kelly. In Gradney’s mind, this makes them expendable. He
doesn’t actually think the children will be killed but that they will be enough
of a distraction downstairs to help everyone up here bunker down.


I attempt to push further, wanting to know who is on the
third floor; as far as I can tell, he doesn’t know. He had told Kian that it
would be a good idea to utilize the children from the bus if other people were
to infiltrate the building. It would also portray intruders in a very bad light
if any of the children were injured. My stomach turns. “I don’t feel so good.”


Kelly and Flea are about to walk us past a set of glass
doors when Kelly throws an arm up. I can see his profile around Kian’s frozen
form. His face is emotionless as he exams the glass doors. 


Flea pulls Kian behind him as Kelly mutters, “Someone’s
coming.” He takes the handgun off of his hip.


Flea copies his movements. “Are they armed?” he asks.
Cassidy pulls me closer to her side protectively placing her hand on my
shoulder. Mase moves around the left side of me to get in front of Kian too. 


Kelly doesn’t respond. He holds a finger in the air as a lab
technician flings open a glass door and runs into the hallway. He nearly
collides into Kelly before noticing him. “Intruder,” he huffs into Kelly’s
chest, “in the lab, with a patient.” He looks around Kelly and Flea to Kian and
says, “It’s the dreamer.”


Kelly carefully steps around the disheveled lab technician
keeping an eye and the end of his gun pointed on the glass doors. “What are
they doing?” Kelly asks him.


“Searching. For something.”


Kelly watches the glass doors for a second. “No movement,”
he reports.


“We don’t have time for this,” Kian spits. He turns to Flea.
“We’ll go through the observation deck in the rec room. We can access the
helicopter pad from there.” 


“What about the dreamer?” Flea asks.


Kian jaw tenses. “We’ve gotten what we needed from her. Let
whoever it is have her.”


An intruder, the dream, could he mean Sidney? I want to ask
but Kian’s mood has changed. He no longer looks calm. The hard set of his jaw
makes me think that he’s less inclined to lose ‘the dream’ than he’s letting
on. 


“How did one of them get past our security?” Gradney asks.


“It doesn’t matter,” Kian says through gritted teeth. He
looks from Gradney to Cassidy to Flea. “We just better not be here when the
rest of them get through.”


Flea nods as Kian turns on his heels. Kelly stops the lab
tech from following Kian. Cassidy doesn’t let go of me as she turns me around
to double back. I have to crane my neck to see what Kelly is going to have him
do.


“You aren’t coming with us.” Mase says sternly. 


The tech’s shoulders slump under the hard gazes coming from
Kelly and Mase. “And do what? I’m not going back in there,” he motions toward
the lab.


“Take the elevator,” Kelly instructs, sliding his gun back
in its holder. “I’ll let the control center know that you’re heading to a safe
room.”


“Thank you,” the lab tech sputters, taking off in a sprint
down the hall in the direction we had been heading. 


Kelly nods at Mase as they both turn to follow us. Mase starts
talking to his earpiece. 


“They’re sending more Dynamar upstairs,” Mase tells us after
a moment.


“Only Elites,” Kian calls back from the front of the group.
“I only want the best.”


Mase frowns. “Yes sir,” he says, cutting eyes at Kelly who’s
wider stride has him coming up to us quicker than Mase. Kelly steps around me
without even seeming to notice me staring up at him as he makes his way back to
Kian.


I stare down at the floor as we walk more quickly,
disappointed. If whoever it is that got inside made a beeline to the labs, it’s
probably not a rescue mission. But still, if they made it this high up with
this much security, than no matter what they are actually here for, they’re
still my best bet at getting free. I cannot allow myself to be flown out of
here when help is so close. 


My stomach tenses when we enter the recreation room where
all the Dynamar had been wrestling earlier. The large room is completely empty
now, aside from the mats still littering the floor. They’re no longer spread
out neatly but rather are strewn around haphazardly. 


I stop abruptly a few feet inside, queasiness overtaking me.
I curl over and grab my stomach. Cassidy releases me form her grasp. “I think
I’m going to be sick.” 


Mase is right behind me. He grabs my arm. “You can get sick
later,” he tells me. Kelly stomps past us without a glance in my direction.


My stomach begins to churn as my sight blurs. I turn away
from him and try to pull my arm out of his grasp, but his hold is too tight.
The rest of the group continues toward the stairs at the other end of the room.



A familiar voice whispers inside of my head, Fight.


“Sidney?” I say out loud as the nausea spikes again. 


Mase gives me a disgusted look, like he’s already grossed
out by vomit he hasn’t even seen yet.


I’m not alone. You have to fight him. 


Sidney has managed to connect with me for the first time
while I’m wide awake. And there’s something else: I can feel my mom too. Sidney
shows me her view of Mom, who is behind her, pushing Sidney’s wheelchair.
Relief floods my body. Instantly I forget about the nausea. She looks fierce
through Sidney’s eyes. She’s a woman on a mission. Her eyes are set dead ahead
as she maneuvers Sidney’s wheelchair around what appears to be a hospital bed
laying on its side, mattress and bed sheets on the floor. She is wearing a
white lab coat that she must have stolen out of one of the labs. The faded gray
shirt peeking out from under the lab coat is too big on her small frame. It
looks like one of my dad’s old shirts that she used to sleep in. 


Sidney turns to look ahead to where they’re going. There are
pictures of wrestling teams on the walls of the hallway they’re in. Sidney and
Mom are on this floor. I must have been right about Sidney being the dreamer
the lab tech mentioned. Sidney’s voice echoes between my ears. We are coming for you.


I begin-dry heaving so that Mase would literally have to
drag me if he wants me to move. “Come on,” Mase groans when my gagging doesn’t
let up.


The sounds gross him out so much so that he steps back wrinkling
his nose as he releases my arm. I shuffle away from him as if I’m unsteady on
my feet, but he moves with me. I take a lengthy side step when his hand extends
for my arm again. “No you don’t,” he says.


Cassidy calls out from the bottom of the stairs that she’s
about to ascend. “Chop chop!” she calls, glancing back at us.


Mase looks over at her, and I use the distraction to take
off in the opposite direction. I push off. The power in my first few strides
make me proud, but my stride isn’t as controlled as I’d like it to be. It’s the
stress I know it is. My body isn’t used to having to run for its life.


The connection between the three of us is strong. I can both
see the double doors I’m running toward and hear my feet hitting the ground as
Sidney talks to me. I run towards the gym doors where I can see through
Sidney’s connection that Mom and her are heading for the same set of doors
several yards ahead of them. Sidney is doing the same as me, using our
connection to locate the other.


Mase chases after me. 


“Go get her!” I hear Kian shout in a reverberating baritone
I wouldn’t have thought him capable of. 


I glance back wanting to see how far I’ve gotten from Mase.
I haven’t gotten as far away from him as I thought. I look past Mase and see
Kelly’s eyes locked on me. The rest are continuing up the stairs as Kelly
bounds off of the bottom step. I can hear him closing in on me as quickly as
Mase, although he started further away. I’m not going to make it. I feel Mase
behind me. 


He successfully grabs for my shirt, taking a fistful of my
hair as well. With a hard yank he forces me back as one of the double doors
opens and Sidney rolls in. Kelly catches up and quickly steps in front of me,
blocking me from her. Mom enters right behind her as Kelly raises his gun.
Crap, I totally forgot about his gun. Through our connection, I hear Sidney
shout, Get back, Catherine. Swiveling her chair, Sidney semi-effectively
shields Mom from Kelly.


“No!” I turn around searching for Kian. He can stop this. 


Kian is at the top of the stairs, Flea right next to him. He
looks down from the observation tower, not appearing too concerned by what’s
unfolding. Cassidy and Gradney have already made it through the open door at
the top of the stairs. Kian brings a hand to the back of his ears, his lips
moving. He turns his back to me and disappears through the door. 


“Please!” I cry. My piercing plea echoes back at me as Flea
disappears after him.


“No,”
Sidney says breathlessly as Kelly pulls the trigger. 


The door at the top of the stairs clanks shut. My connection
with Sidney breaks as a sharp pain strikes my chest and then just as quickly
disappears.


I rip away from Mase to push around Kelly. I watch as he
points the handgun at my mom. At his side, I slam both of my hands on his arm
in an effort to force him to lower his gun from my mom’s chest who is just feet
away from the end of his weapon. But I could hang from his arm and his aim
would barely falter. 


I dig my fingertips into the flesh of his arm. “Don’t,
Kelly. Not my mom.” 


His brow furrows. Mase grumbles on the other side of him,
“Get it over with.”


I hold on to Kelly, waiting for him to shove me away as my
nails press into his skin. Out of the corner of his eye, he looks down at me.
He blinks hard. His eyes narrow on the gun in his hands and then looks back at
me.


For a moment, his arm relaxes, and the tip of the gun drifts
to the side. In turn I relax my hold on him. He frowns, yanking his arm away
from me. 


My breath catches as his arm goes free. My hands ball into a
knot in front of my stomach. “Please,” I plead through clenched teeth.


“Shut up,” Mase snaps. “You’re lucky Kian wants you alive.”


Kelly lifts his gun in Mom’s direction. “I’ll tell your
sister that you send your regards.”


It happens so fast that I barely catch the look on Mase’s
face as Kelly shoots him in the leg. Mase collapses, in shock. Kelly is on top
of him in a second backhanding him in the face, giving Mase no time to touch
his earpiece to call for help. “Remember I let you live,” Kelly tells him,
using the butt of his handgun to hit Mase a final time in the temple. His head
snaps sideways, some spit spewing from his lips as his eyes roll back and he
hits the ground.


Kian, Flea, Cassidy, and Gradney are gone. The door at the
top of the stairs does not reopen. If they heard Kelly’s second gunshot it
didn’t faze them enough to come back. They probably assumed it was my mother
who was shot and not one of their own. I, like my mom still standing by Sidney,
stare at Mase, Kelly hovering over him. It’s like everything had slowed down
and speed up at the same time. Mom recovers first turning from us to Sidney.


 “Sid, how bad is
it?” she asks, kneeling in front of Sidney. 


“I hate it when you call me that,” Sidney sighs, clutching
the side of her abdomen. Around her hand, her tan robe is turning bright red. I
move toward them kneeling down next to Mom to help if I can. Mom stops, one
hand on Sidney’s arm as she’s about to move Sidney’s hand away from wound. She
looks over at me; Sidney does too. Mom lets go of Sidney and pulls me to her as
she wraps both arms around my shoulders and squeezes. It’s the best hug I have
ever gotten. My arms wrap around her chest in equal strength. She gives me a
kiss, hard but quick that she’s plants on my cheek before returning to face Sidney.
It’s hard to not hold on to her and never let go. If my adrenaline weren’t
still pumping, I would sob into the crease of her neck like I did when I was a
little kid not caring if I got tears and snot all over the both of us. 


As Mom carefully opens Sidney’s robe to the pastel blue gown
below, Kelly curses under his breath. I look up and see him turned away from us
now several feet from Mase’s unconscious body. He’s still holding the gun, and
when he lifts it, even though he’s pointing it toward the opposite end of the
large recreation room, I freeze. He fires two shots that hit a camera I hadn’t
noticed earlier that is mounted in the top corner of the room to the left of
the stairs.


His first shot is dead on. Shards sprinkle the ground below
as the camera blasts apart. The second shot leaves it dangling by one wire. He
rips his earpiece out, tossing it across the room. 


“We’re compromised,” he says, rubbing a hand over his short
hair. He glances over at Mom as she has Sidney lean forward. He glances around
the room quickly before kneeling by Mase’s side. Mom runs a hand over Sidney’s
back and then checks her hand.


“It didn’t go all the way through,” she tells us, careful to
sit Sidney back. I look to Sidney who says nothing just balls up one of her
frail hands and then uses the other to push the fist she’s made into the wound
applying pressure. She looks distant but what she’s doing means that she at
least knows her situation. “Very good,” Mom coos.


Kelly is pulling out a card-key from Mase’s belt. “I might
have something for that,” Kelly tells us. Sidney grumbles, letting up on the
pressure she’s putting on her stomach.


“Here,” Mom says, lifting Sidney’s fist to place her left
hand over the gunshot wound. The bloodstain is seeping lower on Sidney’s robe.
It’s nearly to her lap now.


 I turn my focus
to Kelly as he jogs off to the door next to the one-way mirror. He swipes the
card-key and then turns the handle. As soon as he’s out of sight I’m worried
that maybe him turning on Mase had been a fluke and he’s gone off to get more
Rogues. They’ll let Sidney bleed to death and put Mom and me in cells like I
had pictured they would bring me to yesterday when I got here.


Kelly returns a moment later with a small first aid kit that
he offers to my mom, and for the second time today he’s surprised me. 


Mom is checking Sidney’s pulse with her right hand. She nods
for Kelly to give me the first aid kit. “Open it,” she tells me. My fingers
fumble with the zipper but I get it open. I take out what’s on top, Band-Aids,
triple antibiotic ointment. “No, no,” Mom says as I toss them to the floor to
rummage deeper in the kit. “Give me those,” she says when I pull out a thin
pack of four by four gauze pads. I hand them to her and then glance behind
myself at Kelly.


He’s a foot behind us standing over us. He staring into
space between Mom and I, not seeming to focus on anything in particular. Still
staring off, Kelly’s hand move to release the used clip from his gun and slides
it into his pants pocket. His eyes begin to wonder up to Sidney. From his belt,
he pulls out a new clip. Still not looking at the gun, he loads the clip and
puts one in the chamber. 


“You okay?” I ask cautiously. He seemed to be more himself
in these last few minutes than he has since I’ve arrived, but I’m worried that
he could be reverting back to the Elite Kelly.


“Do you hear that?” he asks, eyes flickering to mine as he
walks around me toward the double doors a few feet behind Sidney that lead to
the corridor. I stand slowly, trying to listen for what he’s talking about.
Kelly glances back at Mase and then with his free hand he points for me to look
at him. I step over to where Mase is laying on his back on the ground. The slow
rise and fall of his chest tells me that he’s still alive, but he hasn’t moved.
His arms are out a little from his sides and his injured leg is bent at a
ninety-degree angle with the other one straight out. If his toes were pointed
and his arms were lifter higher he would look like ballerina, an unconscious
ballerina. When I turn back, Kelly is on the other side of Mom and Sidney,
still listening intently to a noise I can’t make out. Mom is using a pair of
small scissors to cut Sidney’s gown open around the site of the wound. 


I take a step towards them, and Kelly’s head snaps in my direction.
He points at Mase again. “Get his gun,” Kelly hisses. I search around Mase’s
waistband, even lifting one of his hips to check his back, but I find nothing.
“Check his ankle,” Kelly says in a low voice, trying to be quiet. 


Kelly is behind Sidney’s wheelchair standing at the doors
when I look up again. “Someone’s out there,” he whispers. All I can hear is Mom
cutting and Sidney’s hard breathing.


Mom quickly places the first aid kit onto Sidney’s lap and
then pulls the wheelchair farther away from the doors. Sidney winces as her
wheelchair rolls forward pushing her back into the chair. I find what looks to
be a toy gun in a hidden ankle holder on Mase’s left ankle. It’s so small that
it fits in the palm of my hand. “What was he expecting to do with this?” I ask,
holding out the two-shot pistol for Kelly to see. He throws a finger to his
lips for me to be quiet and then see what I’m holding.


Kelly backs back from the doors. A hint of a smile plays at
his lips as I walk up. “It was one of my demands if Mase was going to work with
me and be armed,” he whispers. “Mase is Lia’s son.”


I glance back down at Mase. I know enough about Kelly’s
friend Anne to understand why Kelly wouldn’t want Mase to carry a decent weapon
and why him working for these people makes no sense at all. I wait until my mom
is busy digging in the first aid kit again in front of Sidney before quickly
step back over to Mase and kicking him hard in the ribs. The sound of air
escaping his lips causes me to pause, but he’s doesn’t move besides his body
wobbling from the force.


“None of this will stop the bleeding,” Mom complains as I
join Kelly at his side. From what I can see she’s dug to the bottom of the kit.


“They’re close,” Kelly warns. I can hear something but it’s
faint. Could it be the Elites Kian had asked for?


“You sure it’s not like a television that was left on or
something.” No sooner have I said it than muffled voices become audible from
where I stand. “…could be a trap.”


“In that case, you should go first,” another male voice says.
“So we’ll know if it is or not.” Kelly brings a finger to his mouth and holds
it there until he sees my mom give the same gesture to Sidney and I nod in
acknowledgement. 


“It makes perfect sense,” the second voice continues, moving
closer. The voice starts to sound familiar as it draws near. “If I hear a shot,
I’ll know it’s a trap. And if you come back out, you can just tell me if it’s a
trap or not.” The laugh that follows is undeniably familiar.


“It’s Bryant,” I rejoice as I haphazardly open the door. Before
Kelly can stop me, I smack right into a man’s chest that’s way too big to
belong to Bryant. 


Immediately, fear shoots through me. What have I done? Kelly
is at my side, gun pointed, as I stumble back. I clutch my tiny two-shooter as
I gaze up. 


John towers over me. 


“Well looky here,” Bryant chirps, coming down the hall with
Ben at his side. All three of them are wearing janitor coveralls. John’s is too
small, not allowing him to zip it all the way up revealing a white undershirt
and the legs of the coveralls stop inches above his shoes. He’s carrying a
backpack; its thick, black straps run across his shoulders.


“Taylor and Kelly,”
Ben rejoices as he smiles over at John. John doesn’t meet his gaze. Ben’s
enthusiasm fizzles quickly when he notices the same thing John has, Kelly isn’t
lowering his weapon from John’s chest. John is holding a rifle, which he had
out in front of him when I ran into him. I’m lucky he didn’t shoot me, but with
Kelly not backing down he lowers the rifle with a slow, intentional ease. “Hey
now,” Ben says, doing the exact opposite with his rifle as he and Bryant walk
up.


“Put it down, Kelly,” I say gently, sidestepping away from
John to be able to fully face Kelly. “John’s a friend.”


Out the corner of my eye next to Ben, I see Bryant switching
a lever on his rifle. I glance down at John’s rifle at his side. It’s the same
style rifles that we used for the raid. The lever Bryant has flipped turns the
rifle to the tranquilizer cartridges instead of the deadly force option.
Bryant, with a forced cheerfulness, says, “John, meet Kelly. Kelly, this is Big
John.”


“Kelly,” John repeats, not showing a hint of unease, “Are
you the Kelly that Mr. Lanton requested we retrieve?” Mitchell Lanton, the only
Lanton I know of, had stayed by Kelly’s side after we made it out of the raid.
He had been the first person to get to Kelly’s partially burnt, balled up body
after the basement explosion. From then on it seemed that Mr. Lanton’s primary
concern was for Kelly’s wellbeing.


“The same,” Kelly replies, lowering his gun a couple of
inches as if he wants to relax but is unable to completely do so.


Bryant is checking Kelly out, his attention no longer on the
gun now directed at John’s abdomen. He steps closer to Kelly wedging his way
halfway between the two of them, stopping before he gets in front of Kelly’s
gun. Kelly eyes Bryant suspiciously as the latter scrutinizes the top of
Kelly’s head. “If you’re in the middle of transitioning to the bald look,”
Bryant says, “than you should know that it’s my thing. And I don’t take kindly
to imitators.” 


Kelly looks back at John and finally lowers his gun to his
side, taking stock of all three men. His eyes rest on John’s rifle as if he’s
finally realizing that John’s rifle has been at his side this whole time.
“Sorry,” he says in a small voice. “I, uh, haven’t backed down from a fight in
a while.” John just stares at him not saying a word. After a second Kelly moves
around him. 


As Kelly checks out the corridor, John goes to the door
across the hall from the double doors raising his rifle as he pushes the door
open to enter. Bryant gives me a look, his eyes widening as his eyebrows rise,
like he’s wanting a better explanation for why Kelly’s acting so weird. I shrug
at him. “He’s actually a lot better than he was earlier.” 


I hear groaning in the recreation room behind me. “He’s
waking up,” Mom calls from inside the room.


Kelly goes up to Ben. “I got a guy on the floor in there,”
he says, nodding toward the recreation room. “He needs to stay asleep until
we’re gone.”


Ben perks up. “Roger that,” he says, heading dutifully
toward the double doors.


Kelly follows him. 


Bryant’s right next to me at the doors with his rifle at the
ready. “Who else is in there?” he asks glancing into the room seeing Kelly
going over to the two women as Ben walks over to Mase who is on his left side
groaning.


“My mom and the one in the wheelchair is Sidney.” Bryant
turns back to watch the corridor.


I’m keeping an eye on Kelly still not feeling too safe with
him around my mom and Sidney. As Kelly begins talking with Mom, Sidney pears around
them to look at me. John is out of the room now. I can hear him behind me
talking to Bryant about escape routes. 


“They’ve probably locked everything down by now,” John says
quietly.


“Yeah,” Bryant says. “I’m regretting not letting Ben bring
that tactical rope with us. We could have shot out a window and rappelled
down.” 


“There wouldn’t have been enough for all of us,” John tells
him.


I turn toward them. “Is Jake okay?” I ask John. He hasn’t
had time to get onto me for running away from Clairabelle’s.


John’s adjusts the large black backpack he’s carrying. “He’s
fine. Your father is with him.” 


“Good.” Jake is back at Clairabelle’s. I turn back to the
rec room. Mom is talking calmly to Sidney.


“It’s going to be okay,” she saying. I can’t see Sidney’s face,
but based on the way Mom’s mouth forms a hard line when she looks down to
Sidney’s stomach she can’t be doing good.


Ben is making a show over Mase, checking the lever on his
rifle as Mase half moans, half cries, “Don’t kill me,” before delivering a tranquilizer
to the side of Mase’s buttocks.


I haven’t heard Bryant walk up but he nudges me a little in
my right arm as he takes a step into the rec room watching Kelly talk quietly
with my mom. He keeps saying something about blood. I can make out the word
because he keeps saying it, his blood. Mom shakes her head at him moving around
Sidney to the back of her chair.


As I’m about to walk in, Bryant stops me. “What’s going on
with him?” 


“This really is the most with-it he’s been since I got
here,” I say, keeping my voice low. “He’s the one who shot Sidney, and he
almost shot my mom too.”


“Our Kelly who saved kindergarteners during the raid, shot
an old woman in a wheelchair?” Bryant asks. I don’t bother replying. Mom is
rolling Sidney towards us leaving Kelly where he stands. Kelly watches her go.


“Mom,” I say, pulling Bryant by his arm. “This is Bryant.”
Bryant and I move out of the doorway so that she can push Sidney into the
corridor. John’s a little ways down the corridor keeping an eye out. 


“Hello Bryant. Thanks for coming,” Mom says, stopping the
wheelchair.


“Mmmm, Catherine?” Sidney sounds confused.


Mom swoops around the wheelchair. “Sid.” I round the chair
to her right, Bryant to her left. John jogs over.


“And John…” I tell her as she slides her pointer and middle
finger onto the inside of Sidney’s left wrist. Kelly and Ben walk out into the
corridor. “And Ben,” I add. Mom nods at both of them. Kelly stops beside me
looking down either end of the corridor as if he’s expecting someone.


“Her pulse is racing,” Mom says, looking to the bag on
John’s back. “Do you have a medical kit in that bag?” she asks.


“Yes ma’am,” he says, pulling the backpack off and unzipping
it. Sidney is getting paler, her age spots even losing some of their color.


As John and Mom treat Sidney’s wound, Kelly tells the rest
of us, “We have to get off this floor. There are people on the way up here we
won’t stand a chance against.”


Eyeing Kelly’s forearms, Ben, finally seeming to notice
Kelly’s increased size, or maybe the fact that his burns are healed, asks,
“What did they do to you, man?”


I suck in a breath without thinking. My hand finds a spot on
top of Kelly’s forearm. If he gets worked up then at least my hand is on the
arm that’s holding the gun.


I feel him tense, but his words are empty. “I don’t
remember.”


It’s a lie. 


I’m not prepared when I push into it. Kelly was willing to
work for them if it meant his friends would be released. Kelly is the reason we
got some of the kidnapped patients back. He was selected to be an Elite with
six others, all Dynamar. He had more resolve than the rest, he was certain. It
would make him tougher.


The memories don’t cease once I’ve let go of him. He’s
lifting weights, small boulders, and then other men over his head. Kelly,
filthy from days in the woods, playing a more sinister version hide and seek
with the other Dynamar training to become Elites. If another player sheds your
blood you lose the game. Kelly being beaten; four against one. Him finding a
way to use his unique ability to block Tempero from affecting him into
something more. He uses it to mute the pain, the stress, and the fatigue making
it tolerable. No, not tolerable, survivable.


The wall he builds inside of himself is what turned him from
the Kelly I knew to the emotionless Elite who could shoot someone like Sidney
without a drop of remorse. 


I move away from everyone crowding Sidney and Mom, John
taking things out of his first aid kit that’s twice the size of the one Kelly
found. Kelly is staring off into space. I find the wall just past the double
doors and lean against it. I struggle to stop the scenes playing out in my mind
in short, harsh clips. I can make out Kelly still standing where I left him,
staring into the space by Ben. 


Mom lifts her hand from Sidney’s wound to take the wrapping
that John hands her. There’s a tiny bob to Sidney’s head as she tries to watch
what’s being done to her. Sidney’s fingertips pad at her stomach and she
inhales sharply. I want to focus on her and what they’re doing to help her but
Kelly’s memories still aren’t done with me.


Kelly being treated for an infection in his wounds from the
basement explosion caused by his time in the woods playing hide and go seek
where his ability to block out the pain gave the microbes time to do even more
damage to his arm, shoulder, and neck. Unseen people submerge him into a bath
of chlorhexidine to kill off the infection. The eyes of the medical team
working on him exchanging glances as he doesn’t cry out from pain as they scrub
deeper into his burns. What Kelly has achieved within himself isn’t lost on
them. It’s decided that he needs advanced
treatment. The limits of what he can block out is tested as they peel his
burned flesh. I feel sick. A spray gun I’ve never seen the likes of before is
used to cover his underlying tissue. Stem cells, “special stem cells,” they say
to him, will make his burns nonexistent.


“What kind of retrieval operation is this?” I hear Sidney
ask, but I’m somewhere else now. 


Kelly is somewhere else. A mission. “No survivors,” a male
voice echoes in Kelly’s memory. The face of a scared boy maybe eight or nine
years old looking up at him from a couch. A gun in Kelly’s hand pointed at the
boy’s nose. I can’t.


“Hey, we did pretty good,” Ben snorts, unsympathetic to
Sidney’s current situation like only he could be. “We made it up here without
being caught, didn’t we?”


I hear Sidney say, “You got this far only to let the girl
fall out.” I hadn’t even noticed, but she’s right. I’m falling. My knees buckle
as I try to shut the nonexistent eyes in my mind to not see what Kelly is about
to do, what he did.


Ben, Bryant, and Kelly turn to me as I slide down the wall.
Kelly, the closest to me, wraps an arm around my waist, keeping me from hitting
the floor. I want to push him away. I want to scream at him. He props me
against the wall with Bryant’s help. Ben hasn’t moved, watching it all happen
looking as unsympathetic as he sounded talking to Sidney. “You’re being a tad
dramatic,” he says, swinging the end of his rifle in the direction of Sidney
sitting in her wheelchair. “She’s been shot—don’t see her passing out.”


“I’m alright,” I tell them. “It’s just all catching up to me
is all.”


Kelly gently lifts my chin up to him. Sidney wasn’t the
first person he’s hurt since becoming one of Kian’s lackeys. I reluctantly meet
his gaze. He shuts his eyes, shaking his head lightly. But when he speaks, his
eyes are open. “We need to get out of here as fast as we can.”


I swallow what little saliva is in my mouth. If more Elites
are on the way, I don’t want to be here when they show up. Not after what I’ve
seen. “Agreed,” I say, forcing my legs to steady themselves beneath me.



 


 

Kelly directs us to what he says is the southeast side of
the skyscraper away from where he suspects Elites will be coming from. From the
memories, I’ve gathered that Kelly was the only one out of the seven trainees
who was able to achieve Elite status, but there are others. I watch his broad
back, his unfamiliar shoulders as we hurry down corridor after corridor. This
is the second time Kelly has been out of it, the first time he had been in
D-mode, as his friends and him called it when his anger, typical for Dynamar,
got the best of him, and was pummeling Lia Heincliff after the raid. I was the
only person who could bring him out of it, just like today. I don’t know how I
keep doing it, but it seems like I have to put my hands on him in order to get
through to him.


The hallway branches off ahead of us, and Kelly holds a hand
up behind him. We all come to a halt. He and John cautiously go ahead of us to
check both halls. Bryant watches my mom as she checks on Sidney, her forehead
furrowed in concern. Ben scopes the hall out behind us, just in case we’re
being tailed. With no one looking, I follow quietly after Kelly and John where
they have just disappeared around the corner. 


I get to the split in the corridor and peak around the
corner as John and Kelly’s soft footsteps fall silent. I watch as Kelly motions
with one hand at John. They both take aim at a door just ahead of them. 


As if on cue, the door opens. 


Two Rogues walk out, guns drawn.











Chapter 16




From where I stand poking my head out around the corner,
watching Kelly and John I can both of the Rogues turning to face them. I
recognize one of them.


It’s Glensy.


I pull back glancing behind me. Did they turn everyone into
Rogues that they took from the bus? Bryant and Ben have their backs to be Mom
and Sidney making sure no one tries to sneak up on us from behind. Mom and is
checking Sidney’s pulse, kneeling in front of her again. Sidney is staring at
me, but I’m not sure if she’s actually looking at me of just staring straight
ahead.


Mom turns to look over her shoulder at me. “Everything
okay?” I don’t know what to tell her, so instead of answering her I peek back
around the corner again.


 “You were
supposed to leave with Boston and Lena,” Kelly is saying to Glensy. “That was
part of my deal.”


I’ve never seen the other guy with Glensy before. He’s
older, closer to John, Bryant, and Ben’s age, big enough to be a Dynamar, but
not as big as Kelly or John. Kelly shakes his head in disapproval at his
friend. Glensy’s eyes dart between Kelly, John, and his partner. The guy tenses
next to Glensy, his gun rising slightly. He isn’t as fast as John.


Glensy stiffens as his partner falls to the ground, and John
lowers his rifle. Glensy swings his handgun to point at John. Ben is suddenly
at my side, checking around the corner having heard the shot. He relaxes when
he sees Glensy is the one facing Kelly and John.


 Kelly’s left
hand is in the air. “It’s a tranquilizer, Glensy,” he says, waving his hand at
Glensy, a sign of peace. Slowly, Kelly lowers the gun in his right hand,
bringing it to his side. Ben jogs back to Bryant, Mom and Sidney, his footsteps
are surprisingly quiet for his size.


“He’ll be fine,” Kelly says, glancing at John, who has
lifted his rifle enough that pulling the trigger would deliver a shot to
Glensy’s shin. “Your move.”


John makes a tiny move, doing something with his rifle that
I can’t see from where I’m at but when he says, “I won’t be so nice this time,”
to Glensy I know he’s flipped the lever on his rifle switching from
tranquilizers to the real deal.


Glensy ignores him, looking squarely at Kelly. “I couldn’t
leave,” he says, lowering his handgun. “I couldn’t leave you behind, not here.”
His expression turns angry, his mouth and brow tightening as he looks at Kelly.
“I didn’t know you had agreed to become one of their monsters…” 


From right behind me, Sidney calls out, “He was
brainwashed.” I jump back in surprise. I hadn’t heard them coming up behind me.
Bryant is next to the wheelchair and Ben behind them.


“Who was that?” Glensy jerks, trying to look around John and
Kelly. 


Kelly steps to the side, and I step out from behind the
corner into full view so that it isn’t obvious that I was creeping on them.
“That’s the old woman I shot,” Kelly says as Sidney is cautiously wheeled into
the corridor behind me. “Bryant and Ben are here too with Taylor and her
mother.”



 


 

Kelly and Glensy take the lead while we quietly trek behind
them. If anymore Rogues where to pop out like Glensy and the other guy had they
would be less likely to open fire seeing them at the forefront. That is, if the
word hasn’t spread among them that Kelly’s turned. Like Kelly when he pulled his
earpiece out in the rec room, Glensy heard the call that a Rogue had turned,
and was now working with the intruders.


“They hadn’t told us who it was though, and they also didn’t
mention that it was an Elite,” Glensy says as he and Kelly hurry us through the
building. If Elites are the best of the best I doubt they want it known that
one has turned against them.


We’ve made it down two floors, but Kelly isn’t any less
tense about us running into the Elites Kian had asked to be sent upstairs. The
sound of frantic shuffling off in the distance has faded. Neither Kelly nor
Glensy have said where we’re headed but they seem to have the same route in
mind as the two of them wordlessly maneuver us through the building, and so far
Mase’s card has gotten us through any doors requiring keycards. 


John, Bryant and Ben aren’t the ones who set off the Rogues’
alarms. Bryant told us that they made it past the third floor security detail
over an hour ago without incident, but according to Kelly, intruders had been
detected entering the building less than thirty minutes ago. Mom hasn’t said
much as she’s pushed Sidney’s wheelchair through the halls trying to jostle
Sidney as little as possible besides admitting that she’s been making her way
up the building for over two hours.


Ben, who has kept up the rear of the group, chuckles,
“Bryant attended a spin class for his reconnaissance on the building.” John
glances back a Ben. Ben lowers his voice. “He had to fake a cramp to leave the
class early so that he could report back to us that he saw a Rogue he
recognized from the raid walking down the hallway just before the class
started. When he made it outside to where John and I were parked a block away
from the building he was sweating like crazy. It’s a stationary bike for God’s
sake.” Bryant rolls his eyes.


“There was no backup for us to call, so we just decided to
go for it,” Bryant says, keeping pace with Sidney’s chair. “It was dumb luck
after that,” he says, looking back at Ben who grins at him. “We feel in line at
the back of a group of guys dressed in gym gear like we were. They must have
been some new recruits because they were doing an orientation of the building.
They went straight to the staircase past the aerobics rooms and we followed.
When the guys at the back of the group finally started to notice us, we turned
off into an office.”


“That was the first guy I got to shoot with a tranquilizer,”
Ben says behind me.


“We took his keycard and found the janitor’s closest next.
That’s where we got these,” Bryant says, lifting an elbow in Mom and I’s
direction showing us the coveralls he’s wearing. “And where I got to shoot my
first Rogue with a tranquilizer.”


“And my second,” Ben adds. “They’re going to have some
half-naked men walking around once those tranquilizers wear off.” Ben says
nothing about how the location of the Rogue’s city command center in the heart
of Baton Rouge was discovered or how it was known that I was being held here.
He just seems to be happy being a part of the action.


We pass through the entertainment room, full of now-empty
couches. One of the televisions has been paused mid-basketball game. Some of
the gaming systems in front of other couches have been knocked over. I step
over a remote that’s in pieces on the floor. 


Glensy whispers something Kelly. When the latter nods,
Glensy waves us in a different direction out of the entertainment room. 


The route takes us to a more professional part of the
building where a sultry voice is singing Ave Maria over the speakers in the
ceiling. I haven’t noticed music playing before now. There are photographs on
the walls of land development around Baton Rouge with plaques dating them from
the mid to early nineteen hundreds. This must be where official business is
held. It explains where all of the nicely-dressed Rogues were headed to when
Flea brought me to Kian. 


We slow down as we approach glass doors; through them is a
large sitting area where offices surround plush leather couches. All of the
offices are shut; the blinds are drawn. Not a hint of light comes through. Kelly
and Glensy opening the wide, glass doors when Kelly suddenly throws a hand up
to stop us. Everyone goes silent. 


Ben is the last to stop behind me but the delicate sound of
footsteps continue after his last step. Directly across the waiting room, a door
flies open. 


Loud voices announce in a swarm of words, “Police, freeze,
SWAT team!” Two men in full SWAT gear partially emerge from around the
doorframe just enough for me to make out the SW on one’s vest and AT on the
others. They stay just inside of the doorframe on either side, theirs eyes
steadfast on the handguns and rifles that our guys are carrying. The man on the
left of the doorframe sticks his foot out a few inched using his shoe as a door
stop to keep the stairwell door from shutting back on them without having to
take his hands off of his black assault rifle. 


Even though I’m behind Kelly, Glensy, and John, I move my
right hand behind me to conceal Mase’s tiny gun I’m holding. On the other side
of the door is a stairwell blocked by more men. The confined space has them on
top of one another. At the forefront of the mass are two men wearing
bulletproof vests that say FBI across the chest. The younger of the two is
wearing street clothes, jeans and a polo shirt while the other is in slacks and
a nice white long sleeve, button down shirt that he’s rolled the sleeves up on.
Police, SWAT, federal agents, I understand now why Kian was so primed to get
out of the building. 


The stairwell is full of guns pointed in our direction.
Kelly is the only one whose gun is at the ready. Everyone else’s weapons are
either pointed at the ground or somewhere in the middle of the ground and the
straight ahead. None of the faces watching us from the door so much as glance
over at the people around them. They aren’t scared to shoot us, they’re just
waiting to be given the word.


“Put your weapons down!” the younger of the two agents
shouts. 


“Get behind me, Taylor,” Mom whispers, pulling Sidney’s
chair back. 


The agent’s eyes dart to my mom. “Don’t move!” Kelly shifts
his upper body effectively blocking me from seeing the agent and vice versa. 


“Drop your weapons,” another male voice says from the
stairwell, “or we will shoot you.”


 “Officers, don’t
shoot!” Bryant jumps forward, his hands high in the air and his rifle hanging
around his back by its strap. “We’re on the same side. We’re trying to get
Seraphim out who were being held against their will.” 


The older man in the FBI vest moves closer but doesn’t step
out from the stairwell. Those wearing SWAT gear behind him inch forward with him.
“Detective Ash,” Bryant announces across the space. The agent lifts his chin in
acknowledgment. “I don’t know if you remember me. I was interviewed by
Doherty.”


“Tell your friends to lower their weapons and we’ll lower
ours,” he says in a firm voice. 


John and Glensy start to lower their weapons, Ben, his rifle
pointing at the ground this whole time, drops his to the ground. “Kelly,”
Bryant grumbles, looking at him out of the corner of his eye. Kelly hasn’t
moved. Like he’d been with John, he doesn’t seem to be capable of submission. 


There is a Tempero working somewhere close by. I feel the
calm washing over me, probably from one of the officers in the stairwell.
Sidney’s voice is soft. “Put it down, son.” 


Kelly’s shoulders relax. I think it’s more from Sidney’s
words than from the Tempero, because he keeps the gun up for another second
before lowering it to point at the ground by his feet. There’s a noticeable
lowering of weapons inside of the stairwell once Kelly’s gun is down, though
none of them lower theirs very far.


“Very good,” Detective Ash says from across the room.


Ben walks past Mom, Sidney, and me. “Did you guys follow us
in here?” he asks, looking at Detective Ash.


A man wearing a police uniform behind Detective Ash talks
into the walkie that’s strapped to his shoulder. “Friendlies,” I hear him say,
but he’s too far for me to understand the rest.


“No, I got a call,” the detective says moving into the
waiting room. The two SWAT team members step out with him. A police officer
steps forward to keep the door to the stairwell open. Detective Ash scans over
our group as the two men on either side of him start checking the offices on
either side of the stairwell door. The younger FBI agent steps out from behind
Ash and speaks to him quietly. I have to crane my neck to look around Kelly.
Ash’s eyes settle on my mom. “One of my people tracked her here,” he says with
a nod at my mom.


Sidney lets out a groan as she slumps forward in her chair.
Mom leans over to check her pulse. John slides his backpack off and offers it
to her. Mom shakes her head at it. “We have to get her out of here or she’s
going to die,” she insists. 


“You’re coming with us,” Detective Ash tells her as he steps
farther into the lobby. Mom straightens to stare back at him, but she doesn’t
move. 


John steps in front of her pulling the backpack over his
shoulder. “We have a critically injured Seraphim,” he says. “We can figure out
who goes with once we get downstairs.”


 A creeping
sensation trickles over me and I glance around at the offices. Kelly lifts his
gun slightly. He’s sensed it too. It’s not the Tempero working on us; it’s
something else. I look to Mom, but she’s glaring across the lobby at the
younger detective stepping out ahead of Detective Ash who’s glaring back at
her. “She is coming with us. You all are,” he says adamantly.


“Bryant,” Kelly hisses, stepping back from the lobby. I
bring my tiny gun out from behind my back, placing my other hand on the handle
of Sidney’s chair.


Blinds sway in the windows of two of the offices on our
left. I duck back, yanking Sidney’s chair. “Look out!” Kelly yells. 


A window shatters on the right. Shots ring out from both
sides of the waiting room. Bullets fly between us and Ash’s team. More windows
shatter as more of the SWAT team pushes the lone police officer at the door out
of the way as they try their best to cover the two detectives. One after the
other, the two on the SWAT team who had begun clearing the rooms on either side
of the stairwell door begin returning fire on their sides of the lobby. The men
in the stairwell door shout for the two other guys to stay put. Detective Ash
has fallen back. He shouts for the younger agent to follow suit, but he’s
caught sight of the SWAT guy trying to step out of the room to his right the
gun fire explodes and he’s forced to dive back into the office as a barrage of
bullets pepper the walls around the office he’s in. The agent moves back but
stops a few feet from the stairwell. Squatting down, he returns fire to those
shooting from the right side of the room. He’s an easy target out in the open,
but whoever’s shooting seems more focused keeping them from us and vice versa
than shooting them.


“I’m covering you, go go go!” he yells. The man runs from
the room shooting blindly behind him as he runs for the stairwell. The
detective pulls back, but not before another barrage of bullets fill the lobby.
Both the officer and the detective are struck before they’ve made it to the
door’s threshold. 


Our entire group has fallen back. John pushes us back. I
nearly stumble as the wheel on Sidney’s chair catches the side of my foot. I
watch through the rain of gunfire as the officer staggers into the stairwell.
The younger agent is on the ground. Men from the stairwell shout for the
officer to stay put who’s still in the room to the left of them. Detective Ash
leans out of the stairwell as Kelly, Glensy, Bryant, and Ben return fire to
both sides of the room. I try to step forward to fire my measly to shots but
Mom pulls me back. In one quick movement, Ash grabs the fallen detective and
hauls him into the stairwell to safety. 


“I can help,” I tell her in exasperation.


Yells from the stairwell erupt as the officers try to
identify themselves to the unseen shooters but their words are drowned out by
gunfire.


“And what if they’re coming up from behind us right now?”
Mom asks, not mentioning that my tiny gun might as well blow bubbles for the
good it would do compared to the firepower that the guys have. “I need you to
watch our backs,” she says, looking behind us as she pulls Sidney farther away
from the glass doors. Kelly yells for everyone to move back as he and Glensy
take over returning fire. Mom’s moved Sidney back just in time, because no
sooner have Bryant, Ben, and John done as they’re told, one of the glass doors shatters
beside Glensy. Glensy buries his head into his elbow to cover his eyes as glass
flies. John nearly falls over Ben. Mom turns Sidney’s chair around as Bryant
runs around us to take the lead as we retreat, but none of us know where to go.


Ben hustles around us to join Bryant. John takes up the rear
as we turn the corner away from the gunfight. 


“Don’t leave that boy behind,” Sidney mutters, slouching
more in her chair by the minute. I don’t know if she’s talking about Kelly or
Glensy, but Bryant responds. 


“We aren’t leaving anyone. We just got to find a place to
go.” The first door we come up to Bryant and Ben slow. I stay close to them
with my two-shooter raised. Bryant jiggles the handle—locked. They check
two more doors—all locked. John keeps any eye on the doors as we pass
them. A break in gunfire and Bryant calls out behind us, looking past John,
“Where do we go?” 


Glensy answers, his head popping around the corner to see
where we are. “We’re trapped. They cut off our only way down.” Shots ring out
and Kelly unloads his magazine. Glensy’s head pops out of sight followed by the
sound of shards of glass being stepped on between shots as he runs back to
Kelly.


I continue slowly walking down the hall, past Bryant and Ben
as the guys talk to Mom about the route she took to get up here. 


There’s got to be another way. This place is too big for
that to really be the only way out. I walk past the next door that has a
keypad. Kelly has Mase’s keycard so there’s no point in trying the handle
knowing it’s going to be locked. 


Out of nowhere someone plows into me, pushing me to the wall
on the other side of the doorframe. I look back to see Ben on top of me,
pushing me farther away from the doorframe I’ve just walked past. Bryant has
his back against the wall on the other side of the doorframe, rifle up. Behind
him, John has moved in front of Mom and Sidney. My eyes widen when I see it:
the door with the keypad is cracked open. It wasn’t when I walked past it.


From the other side of the door, a man’s voice calls out,
“You people look like you need some help.” Bryant looks at Ben in shock as he’s
thinking the same thing I am, how does he know that? Ben glances around the
hallway and then points directly across the hall from us, facing down from the
corner of the wall is a small, reflective sphere. It no doubt holds a camera
inside, pointing down at the door. “As long as none of you shoot me, I can get
you out,” the man says.


“He’s telling the truth,” I whisper to Ben.


Bryant kneels down a little, like he’s getting ready to
charge into the room, while Ben keeps the man talking. “Are you alone?”


“Uh, there is a young man with me. He’s unarmed. There’s a
clear route to get downstairs. If we hurry.”


“Both of you walk out,” Bryant instructs from his crouched
stance. 


Another voice from inside the room says something quietly. 


“I’d rather not,” the man says as shots from the waiting
room die down. I don’t hear much return fire either, so I’m guessing that the
authorities have retreated too leaving Kelly and Glensy to hold down the fort. 


Bryant nods for John. He inches forward whispering something
my mom and Sidney. Mom then lowers her head and whisper into Sidney ear. She
nods and then Mom steps back, turns, and then runs back the way we came.
“There’s a camera on you,” the man continues, “it’s how we knew where you were.
We don’t want anyone else who might be watching the feed to see us helping
you.” Ben lifts his rifle and runs a round into the sphere. It pops in a less
glorious splash of glass than the lobby doors, littering the floor. The camera
inside is destroyed. “Good job,” the man says, sounding less than enthusiastic,
“but, that’s not the only camera.”


Glensy jogs up from down the hall, Mom at his heels. He
replaces John at Bryant’s side by the door. Bryant silently holds up two
fingers to him. 


Glensy’s voice is calm. “Identify yourselves?”


“There might be audio with the surveillance system,” the
voice replies. Glensy straightens, lowering his gun. Kelly calls for backup
from around the corner as the gunfire in the lobby picks back up. 


“I know who it is,” Glensy says, looking from Bryant to Ben
and me. “Hold on a minute,” he barks at the door. He wheels around, hurrying
down the hall and around the corner. A split second later he leans around the
corner. “John, we need ya. You got a full magazine?”


John ejects the magazine from his rifle into his hand,
examines the remaining the cartridges and then slams it back into his rifle.
“I’ve got a spare,” he says, tapping a hand on the hip pocket of his coveralls as
he takes off in a jog toward Glensy. They disappear around the corner and when
there’s movement again it’s Kelly trotting toward us. Glensy and John must have
stayed by the glass doors to keep any Rogues from following us.


Kelly ejects the short magazine from his handgun, glances at
it with a frown, and then tosses it to the floor behind him as passes Mom and
Sidney. He runs his hand over his belt but he’s out of magazines to replace it.
With nothing left to do with it, he shoves the gun into the holder on his hip.
“There’s two in,” Bryant starts to tell him, but Kelly doesn’t wait to hear him
out. He moves past him and then slips through the cracked door. 


“What’s going on?” Mom asks, pushing Sidney up stopping as
she gets behind Bryant. I listen, but hear only rustling from inside of the
room.


 “We have help,”
Sidney says, her voice hoarse. I step out from the wall to look around Bryant
and see that she’s alert, no longer slouching over in her chair.


A second later, Kelly peers out of the room. “It’s clear.
Let’s move.” 


Ben and Bryant exchange a glance. Sidney lets out a weak
groan, and Mom calls for John. It takes him a minute, as guns are still being
shot off from inside of the lobby. He runs up from around the corner, letting
the backpack slide off his shoulder as he gets to her. 


Mom doesn’t have to tell him anything. He takes out a
pre-filled syringe popping off the top before quickly giving Sidney an
injection in her arm. It takes only seconds for the pain to slide off Sidney’s
face, leaving only a lulled daze. John zips the backpack shut, but offers it to
Mom for her hold onto.


Down the hall, Glensy lets out another string of shots as we
enter the room behind Bryant and Ben.


 Inside the room
is an older man, around Mom’s age, talking with Kelly. The guy from the
kitchen, Mick, is fidgeting behind them by the room’s other door. This room has
a surveillance setup where three empty chairs stand behind a long desk for an
unobstructed view to watch the corridors and rooms across several screens. A
tall filing cabinet stands against the wall across from the surveillance
system.


The man holds a spray paint can; I only place it when I see
the black paint streaking down one of the walls. At the top, a camera has been
fully covered. 


“I thought you were one of them,” Kelly says, arms folded.


The man tosses the can of paint into a trashcan under the
desk. He glances past me at Sidney before looking back at Kelly. “I’m not the
one who shot a lady in a wheelchair.”


Mick takes a key card from his back pocket. Kelly watches
him closely. “And what about you?” Kelly asks him.


Mick cocks his head to the side, turning to face him. “Oh,
you can see me now,” he says, swiping the card on the other door’s keypad. “You
walked past me earlier this morning and didn’t even acknowledge that I was in
the same room.” The door doesn’t unlock. Mick wipes the keycard hard on his
shirtsleeve before trying again. “I haven’t seen you since the raid, and you
can’t even spare your old roommate a minute.” The second swipe and the door
unlocks. “I guess it takes being the person saving your butt to get your
attention.”


Kelly shows no outward signs of Mick’s words bothering, but
his voice is heavier when he replies. “I’ve been…not myself lately.” Mick
pushes the door open with his back. “I am happy you made it out during the
raid.” 


Mick shrugs lightly, holding the door open. “I wouldn’t have
if it weren’t for Jessica. The guys in the marsh would have killed me if
Jessica wouldn’t have shown up when she did. I’ve been playing along ever
since.”


Kelly checks out the room on the other side of the door
Mick’s holding open. “Thank you for helping us,” he tells him as he steps past
the door to check behind it.


“Don’t give him all the credit,” the man says to Kelly. “I
had to force him to help.” He lifts the large handgun he’s holding proudly in
the air. “I had to point this thing at him more than once for him to believe
his life depended on it.” Mick smirks when Kelly gives him a questioning glance
as steps back into the surveillance room.


“Go get Glensy,” Kelly says to Ben. Ben jogs out. He turns
to the man still holding his gun up. “Thanks, Dr. Baudin.”


“Don’t mention it,” Dr. Baudin says, lowering his gun. “And
you don’t have to call me doctor anymore. I’ve stopped teaching.” With his left
hand he fishes in the front pocket of his loose slacks pulling out an extended
magazine and tosses it to Kelly. Kelly slams it in the bottom of his gun
loading a round. Baudin’s pockets are still bulging. 


John stands in the doorway on the other side of the room
waiting for Glensy and Ben. Kelly goes to the desk in front of the screens and
efficiently clears it by sweeping the clutter to the floor. 


When Glensy enters with Ben right behind him, Baudin offers
him a magazine identical to the one he gave Kelly. Glensy grins at him as he
accepts the magazine. “I guess it’s your turn to surprise us this go around,”
he says to Baudin, doing the same as Kelly and loads one in the chamber
replacing his old magazine for the extended one.


Baudin watches John as he checks the hall one more time
before slamming the door shut. “Looks that way.”


“Hey, did you see?” Glensy asks, meeting Kelly’s eyes before
turning to Mick at the other end of the room. “Mick’s not dead.”


“Yeah, I see that,” Kelly says, pulling the table away from
the wall as Ben and Bryant move the large cabinet in front of the door. “Never
would have thought all three of us would switch sides.” He moves the table in
front of the cabinet once Ben and Bryant move out of the way. 


“Here, lets rig it on two legs to better jam the door,”
Baudin says, moving toward Kelly and the table.


Mom, John, Ben, and Bryant are checking out the screens that
still have feed going to them. Sidney looks to be asleep. I take her chair and
carefully push her toward the door Mick is holding open so as not to wake her.
I stop a foot in front of Mick and wait for the word to move out.


“Hey now,” Mick says, eyeing Kelly’s back. “I didn’t switch
sides just because my life depended on it. I also did it for love. Jessica will
never leave this place as long as her parents worked here.” Kelly and Baudin
tip the table up on one side and jam it into the cabinet so that it’s wedged in
place.


Kelly turns and looks at Glensy who’s walking over to join
Sidney and me by Mick. “I guess you can say I did it for love too.” Ben
chuckles, pointing for the others to look at the screen displaying the inside
of one of the elevators. The lab tech from earlier is inside of the elevator
pounding on the doors. He tries pulling them apart with his hands. They give a
few inches and then stop.


“It’s me that he loves,” Glensy says jokingly. I roll Sidney
to the side so that he can pass. “He made a deal to work for Kian as long as he
let some of us go.” He lifts his head up as he enters the adjoining room.


“Fat lot of good it did him if you didn’t leave,” Mick says
after him.


“There were too many in the lobby for all of them to be
Elites,” Kelly says to Baudin as they pass everyone watching the surveillance
system.


 “What’s an
Elite?” Ben asks, everyone turning from the screens to follow Kelly and Baudin.



“Rogues you don’t want to meet,” Kelly says. 


“Kelly should know,” Mick murmurs. We file past him through
the open door. It brings us into a breakroom. There’s a small round table in
the middle where no more than four people could probably sit at a time,
especially if they’re Dynamar. Cabinets are on the right with a small sink
holding a dirty plate and coffee cup. The refrigerator is on the other side of
the cabinets, by the door. Glensy shoves the table out of the way for me to be
able to push Sidney across the room to the next door.


“Keep quiet,” Kelly says, from the surveillance room door
where he’s waiting for everyone to go past. “There could be more of them
searching for us.” He ushers Mick into the breakroom, taking over holding the
door for him.


 Softly, Glensy
asks Baudin, “How did you know we needed help?” His hand is on the handle of
the door by the refrigerator, but he appears to be waiting on Kelly. 


“I got her,” Mom says, gently squeezing my shoulders. I
release Sidney’s wheelchair and Mom takes my spot behind the chair. Bryant,
Ben, and John check their ammunition while Mick and Kelly pick up the table and
move it to the door. This time they position the table so that if it’s opened
it will push the table into the side of the cabinets and hopefully get lodged
and stop the door from fully opening.


“When everyone started going crazy and locking everything
down,” Baudin says, “I snuck into one of the surveillance rooms on the eleventh
floor to figure out what was happening where I had been putting my physics
degree to good use changing a light fixture. They’re still in the middle of
getting all of the equipment installed on the eleventh floor so they haven’t
started assigning security to it yet. The keypad wasn’t activated so I didn’t
even have to break in.”


Glensy nods. “Lucky you.”


“Yeah, but not lucky me,” Mick says, walking up to us. Kelly
sees Sidney slumped over and his eyes widen. Kelly goes straight to her. He
places a hand on Sidney’s shoulder, but Mom yanks his hand away.


“She’s okay, just medicated,” she tells him, turning the
chair a little away from him.


Mick is telling Glensy, “Baudin was already in the
surveillance room by the time I ducked into the room. As soon as he saw me, he
knew why I was there. He gave me the option to either help him or…” Baudin
gives him a wink, “…eat a big one, as he so delicately put it.”


 Glensy squints
his eyes at Mick seeming to be seeing something new in Mick. “Your friends were
getting shot at, and he had to threaten your life for you to help?” Glensy says
in a low voice. Mick doesn’t respond just continues to stare at him. “You’re
such a pal,” he tells Mick, giving him a hard slap on the back. 


“What’s going on?” Kelly asks from behind me, next to Mick.


“You don’t want to know,” Glensy tells him.


“Alright. So, I’m thinking we head for the main stairs in
the Laurel building. If they’ve barricaded what they were supposed to, then we
shouldn’t run into anyone once we’ve gotten to the stairs.” Glensy, Baudin, and
Mick glance around at each other waiting for one of the others to object.


“Sounds good,” Baudin says, tapping on Glensy’s shoulder for
him to open the door. Kelly gives the nod, looking over the group holding a
finger to his lips for everyone to be quiet as the door opens. Baudin steps out
first, casually walking out into another hallway. He checks both ends of the
hallway before looking back at all of us crowded at the door as Kelly steps
out. One by one we walk out, Mom pushing Sidney.


I’m just ahead of Mom and Sidney. Mick and Baudin are ahead
of us with Kelly and Glensy continuing to take the lead. John keeps pace with
Mom and Sidney with Bryant and Ben right behind them. Ben had randomly been
mumbling as we go.


“I could have used it to tie one doorknob to the other, and then
we wouldn’t have had to move that filing cabinet,” I hear him mumble excitedly.


“Really?” Bryant asks him faintly. “A rope would have kept
trained killers from breaking into a room?”


There’s a pause as if Ben’s thinking it over. “I would have
tied it super tight,” he says finally.


Bryant lets out an exasperated sigh. “You’re missing the
point.”


I can’t help but grin listening to them. They haven’t
changed. I glance behind me wanting to see if Ben looks as serious about the
rope as he sounds, but my eyes don’t from Sidney as soon as I see her. The
bandaging that Mom did to Sidney’s abdomen with what John had in his backpack
is dark red from where the bleeding hasn’t stopped. I snap my head back around.
“How far are the stairs?” I ask, keeping my voice low.


Baudin looks over his shoulder at me but doesn’t have time
to answer; a door ahead of us opens. A single hand holding a gun appears and
shoots wildly in our direction. I raise my right hand to take aim, but Kelly
and Glensy don’t need the split second to lift their guns. They’ve been walking
with their weapons raised since stepping out of the breakroom. One shot from
each of them, and I see blood splatter. The hand disappears, and the door shuts
with a resounding clunk.


Everyone with a weapon has it raised now. Mick moves a
little closer to Baudin eyeing the other doors around us. I scurry back to get
next to Mom, telling myself it’s to protect her seeing as I have a gun and
she’s pushing Sidney, but in reality I just feel safer beside her. 


“Are there cameras in this hall?” Ben asks, looking around.


“Nah,” Baudin says. “That’s just some scared idiot with a
gun shooting anytime they hear something. Not everyone made it to the safe
rooms.”


I want to ask about the safe rooms but don’t bother as we
get to the door with blood splatter on it. Everyone’s weapon is trained on the
door as we pass it, but it doesn’t open again.


Tensions ease when we take a left down another hall. There
are windows at the end that have natural light pouring through them.


“Second door on your right,” Baudin says to Glensy and
Kelly. He looks at Mick expectantly.


“Hit nine-three-three-two on the pad,” he says to Glensy
who’s on the right side of the hall.


But the door doesn’t unlock for Glensy. We stand there,
weapons in hand. Baudin grabs Mick’s arms and pushes around Glensy to the door.


Baudin makes a show of lifting his chin to glare down his
nose at Mcik lifting his gun, just enough to make sure Mick sees. “You playing
with me, boy?” He reminds me of a cowboy in an old Western, standing there like
that, all for show. But his finger isn’t even on the trigger. 


Mick doesn’t roll his eyes but the way he purses his lips as
he returns Baudin’s gaze and then turns to the keypad exhaling through his
teeth I can tell he isn’t impressed. He presses the numbers as he says them out
loud: “Nine three three two.” And then grabs the door handle. 


It opens with ease. 


Kelly reaches a hand out and stops Mick. “I should go
first,” he tells him gently.


“Be my guest,” Mick says. Looking past them, I see a wide
staircase leading down.



 


 

Kelly leads us down the stairwell, Mick a step behind him.
Baudin follows. John volunteers to carry Sidney. He hands Mom his rifle and
picks up Sidney, cradling her like an infant. Sidney’s eyes are still shut like
she’s been since John gave her that injection from his backpack, but she winces
a little when he lifts her out of the wheelchair and then again when he
readjust his hold on her.


Mom and I enter the stairwell behind John. To my surprise,
Mom seems pretty comfortable with the rifle. She checks both magazines to see
how much ammunition is left, handling the weapon with more care than I’d expect
for someone who’d sit on our living room floor in front of the coffee table
next to Dad and time each other to see who could disassemble and reassemble
Dad’s Glock the quickest. Glensy, Ben, and Bryant are at the back. I hear the
stairwell door shut softly behind them.


Only once do we pass anyone in the stairwell. The man, a
Dyna, had earphones in as he jogged up the stairs. His shirt is covered in
sweat, cheeks flushed from his workout. 


When he registers our group coming down the stairs in front
of him, his eyes fix on Kelly. He stiffens. Kelly reaches out toward him and
the man leans back. If Kelly’s hand wasn’t as quick as it was snatching one of
the guy’s earphones and pulling it out of his ear than I’m sure the guy would
have done a complete back bend to avoid Kelly’s hand. “We’re in full lockdown,”
Kelly says, looking pointedly at the door on the stairwell between him and the
rest of us. “Get to an office and lock yourself in it.” The man mutters what I
guess is an apology and then retreats. 


Baudin laughs as the door shuts. “I think he pissed
himself.”


Mick is less amused. “Wouldn’t you have, if you thought a
Death Dyna was about to bash your brains in?” I look down at the floor as
Kelly’s memories come back to me. Death Dyna is a good description of what the
people here have turned him into.


Before anyone answers, Kelly increases his pace heading down
the remaining flights of stairs. The rest of us, except for John whose legs are
just as long, jog to keep up.



 

 


We pass the second floor entrance when an alarm goes off, an
obnoxiously loud wail. Red lights above the doors in the stairwell flash in
rhythm with the alarm. 


“Fire alarm!” Glensy hollers over the noise.


I put my hands over my ears and follow the others, squinting
against the bright lights. It’s not until we exit the stairwell onto the ground
floor that the screeching ends. The lights are still flashing as the door to
the stairs closes behind Ben. 


I walk out to a soaking wet carpet that squishes with every
step. Water is still dripping from the sprinklers lining the ceiling every
couple of feet.


At the other end of the hall, the front doors leading to the
street have been propped open. I can see the side of a fire truck parked
outside and the flashing lights of more emergency vehicles reflecting off of
its red paint. The entrance to the building has been taped off and there are
more people in SWAT attire to the left of the doors huddled together too
occupied by what they’re discussing to notice us. Outside, I hear indistinct
shouting. Every head in the huddled group pops up, looking somewhere off to the
right of the entrance. One of them yells for a gurney as the group disperses
toward whatever is happening outside.


“I’m not going out the front,” Mom tells our group. “They’ll
detain me. Me and Taylor will go to my car out the side and meet ya’ll outside
of the city.”


“Not safe,” Baudin says immediately. “They’ll be watching to
see who leaves the area.” 


“I’ve gotta get back upstairs,” Mick says, moving back
toward the stairwell.


“Hold it,” Baudin says, stepping in front of him. For the
second time in less than an hour, Baudin points his gun at Mick. “What do you
think is going to happen once you get back up there?” He pauses. “You’ll be
considered a traitor.” Mick opens his mouth, but Baudin interrupts. “Your
girlfriend’s parents can’t get you out of this one.”


Mick squares his shoulders at Baudin. “I can’t leave Jessica.”
There’s something desperate in his voice.


“Then you’re an idiot,” Baudin grumbles. 


 “Enough,” Kelly
says. He looks over at Ben who’s moving around the group. “Do it.”


Ben’s gun is ready. Kelly steps out of the way as Ben steps
forward, a couple feet from Mick standing with his back to him and shoots Mick
in the back of his upper arm with a tranquilizer. Mick grabs his arm, knocking
the tranquillizer off, but it’s done its job. Kelly catches him as his legs go
slack and hoists him over one shoulder. 


“All right,” John says, carrying Sidney around them to the
front of the group. She‘s limp in his arms. “We need to get a move-on.” Ben
helps Kelly with Mick, wrapping Mick’s left arm around his own shoulders so
that Kelly can do the same with the right. 


Mom slides to the back of the group where Bryant is standing
keeping his eye and his rifle pointed on the stairwell door. She grabs Bryant’s
arm and whispers just loud enough that I can hear her say, “You’re coming with
us.” Bryant doesn’t react, but I know he’s understood.


We hang back as John starts down the hall with Sidney. Kelly
and Ben follow him dragging Mick between them. I wave Baudin ahead of us, who
looks back as if he’s about to tell me to go ahead of him. Bryant and I slip
out of the hallway, following Mom through a door to the right of the stairwell,
as everyone else starts heading for the front doors.


This must be the way Mom got into the building, because
there are no signs directing us to any exits, but she brings us straight to the
side exit. We make it out and into Mom’s car without incident. Bryant climbs
into the passenger seat with his rifle tucked beside his seat and the center
console. I slide into the back seat behind the driver’s seat. Bryant turns in
his seat to look at me and then out the back glass. He turns to my mom. “Maybe
she should lay down in the seat.” Mom turns to look at me sitting in the seat
buckling my seatbelt. She glances out of the windows and back glass. I start
doing the same, wondering if there’s something that they’re seeing outside that
I haven’t picked up on.


“He’s right,” Mom says as I look out the back of the car but
see nothing besides the tall fencing that blocks the alleyway from view of the
traffic passing in front of the buildings. I can see the red of another fire
truck but there’s no one in the alleyway or any officers peaking over the
fence. “In case that guy was right about them having people watching for
Seraphim leaving.” I unbuckle and lean down putting an arm under my head as I
stretch out on the backseat. Mom frowns, looking back out through the back
windows. “You’re still to visible.” She turns to Bryant. “Hand me that,” she
says, pointing at the floor below his feet. He pulls out a blanket. “Here,” she
says, handing me the blanket. “Lay on the floor and cover up with this.” I do
as I’m told, dropping down to the floorboard that smells faintly of wet dog and
tossing the blanket over me. “Make sure your head’s covered,” she adds as she
puts the car in gear. With a groan, I pull the blanket over my head trying to
find a comfortable position laying on my side.


When she starts the car, I uncover my head so that I can see
what’s happening. The carpet rubs against my elbow as I prop myself up just a
little. Mom won’t see that I’ve sat up some since my lower body hasn’t moved
and that’s all she can see if she looks over her shoulder at the backseat
floorboard. 


“Thanks for picking me to be the third wheel,” he tells my
mom as we pull out onto the street. The alleyway must not be fenced from the
other side, because she pulled straight onto the road without having to stop.


“Wasn’t much of a choice,” she tells him. “John had Sidney,
Ben’s a buffoon, and all of the others were Rogues.”


I smile. Man, I’ve missed her. “How does that make you
feel?” I ask Bryant from the floorboard.


He shrugs. “All I heard was that I was the best choice.” 


“So,” he says after a moment, turning to look at me out the
corner of his eye, “Should I ask why I suddenly got the feeling you were in
danger and somehow knew your exact location?” 


“You shouldn’t ask anything,” Mom says rather harshly. 


“It should have been more of a vision than a dream,” I
mumble.


“Taylor,” Mom snaps. I lean down some expecting her to turn
around and glare at me, but she doesn’t.


“Well, if I was your daughter, I’d want to know why you
skipped town before the raid.” The center console creaks under his elbow as he
turns his torso towards her. “I mean, I’d want to know if my mother was a
Rogue.”


That gets her attention. I feel the car speed forward. “I am
not a Rogue.”


“And I believe her,” I add, propping myself on my elbow again
hoping to give Bryant some peace of mind and defuse the tension growing between
them. I have been in her head. She was willing to sacrifice her life to revenge
what she thought was my death. She’s a great mother, and that alone would make
her a terrible Rogue. Rogues have had no qualms attacking Seraphim who openly
opposed their core beliefs that Seraphim were meant to control more than help
to nonSeraphim population. Having a family or young children didn’t stop Rogues
from retaliating on those who they deemed an enemy to their cause. My mother
would never harm a child, much less their parent just because they didn’t share
the same beliefs.


I hear sirens, barely audible over the sound of traffic. I
watch Bryant’s expression to judge whether or not I should get nervous. 


His eyes are locked on his rearview mirror as we begin to
slow down. I slide back under the seat, pulling the blanket up to my chin. I
hear the sirens right behind us. Bryant places his hand on his rifle. I hold my
breath. 


Over the top of the armrest, I see Mom set her hand on
Bryant’s arm. He keeps the gun down. I lift my head a little to see the top of
the blue flashing lights as the police car passes us. 


I release my breath and lean the back of my head against the
bottom side of the seat cushion. Bryant’s grip relaxes. With tension still
high, Mom takes two snack-size bags from the center console. She passes one to
me and gives the other to Bryant. “Thank you,” we say in unison. 


My bag is full of cashews and pistachios. I eat half before
passing the bag back up to Mom. She takes a handful as the radio plays a
peaceful piano melody. I twist around on the floorboard as much as I can so
that I can see her better. I take a fistful of the blanket and tuck it under my
head. 



 


 

I wake when the back of my head meets something hard. I try
to stretch my legs; everything is sore. 


I’m jolted again. Pothole. Mom used to get onto Dad anytime
he ran over one—she said it was going to mess up the tires. This is going
to be a long ride.


Mom and Bryant are talking softly in the front. I close my
eyes again and twist my torso, but the kinks in my back aren’t going anywhere.
“He shot a defenseless old lady—”


“Her name is Sidney,” Mom cuts Bryant off. I try to go back
to sleep but I’ve caught on to what they’re talking about and can’t help but
listen.


“Sidney,” he repeats. “Then, instead of taking you out, he
goes after his partner, who he only knocks out.”


“I’m telling you, he was stone cold when he shot Sidney.”
She doesn’t know how right she is. Connecting to his memories through the lie
he told showed me how void of emotions he had become. It’s like he had become a
machine by the time he finished Elite training.


Bryant shifts uncomfortably. “Stone cold?”


“No emotion,” Mom repeats. 


Bryant scratches the back of his scalp giving her a
questionable sideways glance, which she catches. “I’m not saying I don’t
believe you,” he says quickly, “it’s just, it’s not Kelly. He could have been
in survival mode. I mean, I’m sure he knew he was being watched,” 


“The other Rogues were leaving when Sidney and I got to
Taylor,” Mom says. “I barely saw them. He could have shot a wall for all they
knew. But instead he shot a sick, old woman.” I’m starting to nervous the more
Mom talks about Kelly shooting Sidney. Yes, it was definitely weird how out of
it Kelly was, but she’s about to get to the part where I grabbed his arm and
somehow pulled the real Kelly back to the surface. Bryant already knows there’s
something strange going on, even by Seraphim standards, thanks to Sidney doing
everything she could to get me out of there. I don’t want him thinking I’m some
kind of freak when I don’t even know with one hundred percent certainty that I
did anything. 


“You said he was going to shoot you next,” Bryant says, and
I tense waiting for Mom’s response. She doesn’t answer. “But he shot the Rogue
instead. Doesn’t that tell you something?” Bryant’s voice rises despite
himself. Mom starts to look over her shoulder. I quickly close my eyes, relax
my face. I let myself feel my own breathing, the vibrations of the car floor. 


“It wasn’t humanity that changed his mind.” 


“Please stop talking,” I think to myself, but she doesn’t
say that I stepped in front of him. I know she saw me yanking on Kelly’s arm
begging him not to pull the trigger when he snapped out of it. 


“No humanity?” Bryant says. “That’s harsh. I mean, I’m not
saying I don’t believe you,” he repeats. “It’s just that Kelly hates them. He
fought just as hard as I did against those jack wagons in the basement and he
would have killed every last one of them if he’d had the chance.” He turns to
look at my mom. “He’s not some dumb kid.”


“I get that,” Mom says. “But they were able to turn him into
something else.”


“If they’re able to turn Kelly into a perfect soldier, you
know what that means? They could do it to anyone.” Mom says nothing. “You
thinking they might have made him bulletproof?” Bryant asks. “That would be
cool.”


I could tell them what I saw when I read Kelly’s lie.
Bulletproof isn’t too far off from the truth. 


“He can’t feel pain.” The ghosts of the words escape my
lips, mostly air. It hurts to think about. It must have been a side effect from
blocking his own soul.


Mom glances in the back seat floorboard. “What was that,
sweetie?”


Bryant turns around. “That wasn’t a very long nap.”


Outside of the backseat window, the tops of tall buildings
have been replaced with lightly-clouded sky. I move into the right seat,
rolling my shoulders back. I keep the blanket on my lap. I’m expecting to hear
something from Mom about me getting up, but she silently watches me from the
rear view mirror. 


I take in the view, twisting around to stretch my back.
“Where are we meeting the others?”


Mom is quick to answer. “We aren’t.”


Mom moves into the other lane to pass a little blue Audi.
The young woman in the other car glares over at Bryant as we pass. Bryant
smiles back, giving her a wave. When she doesn’t smile or return his wave, he
smashes his face against the passenger side window. That does the trick; she
laughs, and we’re forgiven. 


Bryant sits back, his face leaving a sheen on the glass.
“Mr. McBride said to bring you straight to him. John and Ben weren’t really
expecting us to meet them. And they’ll be tied up with the police anyways.”


That’s fair. Uncle Will must have sent John in his place to
find me. “Why didn’t Uncle Will come too?” Bryant glances at Mom. It doesn’t
seem that the question’s occurred to her. 


Bryant’s hesitation starts to make me nervous. “More hospital
attacks?”


Mom tightens her grip on the stirring wheel, letting off of
the gas a little. “Is he okay,” she asks.


“As far as I know,” he says, not sounding too sure. 


“What is it?” Mom asks, getting to the point.


I slide to the edge of the seat. “Is it Jake?”


“Is it Darrell?” Mom asks.


Bryant shakes his head at both of us. “Nah, it’s nothing
like that. They’re fine.” He looks at Mom. “Mr. McBride couldn’t make it
because the council showed up before we got…the call… to help Taylor.”


Mom is as confused as I am by what he’s saying. I’ve heard
that Aurora used to have a council, but I’m pretty sure it dissolved before I
was born. 


“I’m not talking about Aurora’s council.”


Mom’s face drops. “Oh no.”


I look at Mom. “What? What do you mean, ‘oh no?’”


“They showed up for your uncle. It’s kind of what they do if
a community council has a major problem, and they can’t handle it by
themselves. Well, supposedly they do.”


Mom reads my expression in the rear-view mirror. “The
Supreme Council,” she explains.


Bryant nods adding, “And they showed up the day before
Taylor was taken.”


I’m trying to understand. “So there’s more than one Seraphim
council?”


Mom chimes in. “It is very rare for a town’s council to ask
them for help. They’re more overseers. It’s not a good thing. William must have
collected substantial proof against the Rogue organization for the council to
actually show up.”


“That’s not what I’m saying,” Bryant says, looking grim.
“They showed up FOR him.” 


Mom stares straight ahead. I lean closer to the front seat.
“Like, he’s in trouble?”


Bryant rests his head against the headrest. “Yeah. Yeah, big
trouble.”


Mom whips the car into a gas station parking lot. I plop
back in my seat. “I’m going to the bathroom,” she announces. “Either of you
want anything?” She pauses just a moment before slamming the door shut.


Bryant turns around in his seat as my mom stomps off. “You
want to sit up here for the next stretch?”


I smile despite myself. “You’re the one telling her stuff
that you know is going to make her mad. You go ahead and enjoy it.”


He turns back to face the front. “Hey, just thought I’d
offer. At least she says what she’s thinking. My mom never shows it when she’s
angry.” That’s one problem I’ve never had. It might bother me more some other
time, but I’m still just glad to have her back. 


Through the gas station windows I watch as she picks out a
bottle of water before going to pay for it at the count.


As I watch her talk to the cashier, it hits me how much I’ve
missed her. The smile she gives the cashier quickly fades when she turns for
the door. She walks out with a heavy frown. 


“She’s still mad,” I tell Bryant. “Smash your nose on the
window again and see if it has the same effect on her as it did with that other
lady.”


“Pass,” he says, buckling his seatbelt.



 


 

“Benny Bumperson and friends,” Bryant says into the gas
station phone we stop at in the next town over. We paid the gas station
attendee ten bucks to use the cordless phone. She snatched the ten and slid the
phone across the counter and went back to stocking the cigarettes behind the
register. “It’s our code,” Bryant says to us, covering the receiver.


“Obviously,” Mom tells him. Still cross. 


Bryant talks quickly into the phone. “No injuries,” he says
quietly, glancing at the woman who’s busy pulling a stepping stool over to
reach the top row of cigarettes. I glance at Mom. Her eyes are downcast
watching her foot rub a smear of rubber off of the floor. I know Bryant’s
probably talking about the three of us being okay, but the mention of injuries
has my mind thinking of Sidney. Her limp her body was such a sad sight being
carried in John’s big arms. Sidney never talked about how old she was; she
never really liked talked about herself at all. I guess I had always assumed
she was somewhere between late fifties and early sixties, but seeing her in
person she looked like she could be in her eighties. I’m sure Mom’s thinking
about her as well. She had called her, “Sid” like it was a nickname she’d
called her for years. I could ask, but then if she weren’t worrying about
Sidney she would once I brought her up. There were plenty of emergency vehicles
waiting outside for John to take her to. They would have loaded her into an
ambulance and rushed her off to the closest hospital. She’s been through too
much to not pull through. When Bryant finishes the phone call he hangs up and
thanks the woman behind the counter setting the phone down next to the
register. 


“Darrell and Jake are fine,” he tells us as we step outside.
“They were giving their statements. They’re using an old insurance building
that Detective Doherty’s people have been using for their investigation.”


“Who’s Detective Doherty?” Mom asks.


“He’s the guy that was brought in to investigate the raid
and now the hospital attacks. He has a whole team of people working for him.
That Detective Ash and the shorter guy that got shot up in that building were
two of his people.” 


“Oh,” Mom says, taking the car keys out and unlocking the
car as we walk up.


“Yeah, it’s going to be interesting to see if Rogues get
away with that,” Bryant says, opening the door to the backseat for me before
getting into the passenger seat.


“They’ve always come up with something in the past,” Mom
says as she gets into the driver's seat.


“How’s my uncle doing?” I ask, sliding into the middle seat.
“Is that who you were talking to?”


“Yeah, it was, but he was too busy worrying about you guys
to tell me anything about what’s going on with him. He sounded rushed though.
He did tell me that the council has even reserved a hotel nearby to house people
while they’re figuring out who did what and who’s to blame. But anyway, he
wanted you two to know that Darrell and Jake are okay. They left the council
building after giving their statements. I don’t know where they went,” he says
quickly, “but they are expected back.”


I’m happy that Jake and my dad gave their statements about
what happened to them. The council is going to have a hard time if they plan on
prosecuting Uncle Will when they learn how many people were being harmed at the
school we raided. I’m sure Mom had planned on taking me to Clairabelle’s even
after Bryant told her about the Supreme Council and Uncle Will, but now that we
know Dad and Jake are somewhere around there too there’s no way she’d take me
anywhere else. Though, by the way she’s chewing on her bottom lip as she stares
down at the steering wheel, I can tell that she’s worried. If my life with her
has taught me anything, it’s that she’s a private person. She’s not going to
like having to answer for where she’s been or why she left the morning of the
raid. Going to Uncle Will’s aide only may not have been enough for her to She
loves her family too much though, and even though Jake isn’t blood, I know she
wants to see him and my dad as much as I am. 


“What do you know about the council?” Mom asks Bryant. I
smile at myself for having guessed so accurately at what was on her mind.


“Not much,” he admits. “There were four council members
there when I left, but John told me and Ben that there were four more on the
way.”


“And the ninth?”


Bryant shrugs. “I didn’t even get to see the four who were
there when I left. John was with Mr. McBride though, so he’d know.” He looks
over at my mom. She hasn’t started the car yet. She breathes deeply, massaging
the back of her neck with both hands. “Maybe I should drive,” Bryant offers.
“This is better for me,” she says, putting the key in the ignition. “What’s the
address?”











Chapter 17




Detective Susan watches Bill walk into Doherty’s office.
Bill really had turned out to be a good choice for her makeshift team of
detectives. Sure, it had been a pretty messy case, but he had pulled his
weight. Especially once she had sent Detective Lane to shadow Catherine
McBride. She wouldn’t have even called it a skeleton crew after that. Still,
she’d managed to accomplish a lot with only Bill there with her.


Susan had gotten in contact with the Swartzes, who had come
back from the mission trip before the hospital bombings. Just like Pastor
O’Leary had told her, the couple had moved out of town shortly after returning
early from the mission trip. The Swartzes were living in South Carolina with
Mr. Swartz’s mother, which is how Susan and Bill had been able to track them
down since his mother had been listed as his emergency contact on the mission
trip form Pastor O’Leary had found and forwarded to her after her team and her
had left the church.


Susan had been able to get the couple on the phone after
getting the home phone number for Mr. Swartz’s parents. She was happy Bill and
her didn’t have to make the trek to South Carolina. 


During their talk, it was Mrs. Swartz who had given Susan
the most information. Mrs. Swartz had been the one to back out of the fake
mission trip when Pastor Dave started telling them about the existence of
Seraphim, and her husband had been smart enough to leave with her. She’d
thought the pastor had lost his mind.


“It was so familiar, how he was acting,” Mrs. Swartz had
told Susan. “My brother is schizophrenic and it took years of my parents
witnessing his episodes before they’d finally admit that it wasn’t normal. I
was just a kid and I could’ve told you he wasn’t right. The stuff I’d hear him
telling my parents was so off the wall. He swore he was chased by masked men
when he went to the grocery store and came back with no groceries. My mother
picked me up from school one day, and when we got home my brother was in the
kitchen balling like a baby in my father’s arms. He’d told him that he’d killed
someone. It wasn’t true, thank God, but it was finally enough that my parents
took him to see a psychologist.”


“I’m happy he finally got help,” Susan told her.


“It wasn’t a cure or anything, he’ll be on meds the rest of
his life, but at least we knew what was going on with him. Dave sounded just as
anxious and scared and…” Mrs. Swartz’s voice faded to silence.


“He sounded like your brother,” Susan coaxed.


“Exactly like my brother when he’d been at the height of one
of his breaks from reality. It was so hard to witness.”


The fact that the Swartzes had moved shortly after returning
to town had been coincidence. Mr. Swartz’s father had passed away and they’d
decided to move to South Carolina to help his elderly mother. 


“And even after we’d made it clear that we were through with
the mission trip, and left, that man had the audacity to try to call my husband
a week later. Thankfully I answered the phone.”


Susan’s interest had been peaked. “What did he want?”


“He was checking up on us. He wanted to know if we’d told
anyone about those made up Sera-whatever people he was telling us about,” Mrs.
Swartz had told her. “I knew we’d made the right decision to leave after that
phone call. If you ask me he was suffering some intense paranoia believing
whole-heartedly that these made-up people had to be stopped and us leaving
after finding out that he wanted to stop them somehow fueled the delusion. He
even said something along the line of us being liabilities.”


“You wouldn’t happen to have that number he called you from,
would you?”


“I’m sure,” she could hear her walking through her
mother-in-law’s house. “Yeah, it’s still in his call log. You want it?”


Susan fought back the urge to shout, “Yes!” into the phone,
and instead gave a cool, “that would be great.” The phone number had ultimately
served as the key to breaking the case open.


Susan pulls out the only pencil sitting in the penholder on
her desk, replaying her conversation Mrs. Swartz in her head for the tenth time
that morning. Two days after that phone call, Bill had gotten a call from their
lawyer; unless they were being charged, the Swartzes were done talking.


She keeps an eye on Doherty’s door and doodles a cartoonish
version of the front of Good Faith Fellowship church. 


The Swartzes had been lucky. She shouldn’t have told Mrs.
Swartz that there had been deaths linked to trip, but she’d wanted them to know
how close they’d come to disaster. No doubt that was why they’d gotten legal
representation. It was a shame; Bill had come up with a few more questions for
them.


The calls to church members from the Wyoming number Mrs.
Swartz gave her dried up just a day before her conversation with the couple.
Bill’s thought was that the Swartzes had warned the pastor but there was no
evidence besides the timing to support this theory. Susan figured it had
something to do with her team showing up at the church and asking about that
mission trip. Pastor Dave may have stopped making calls, but the phone hadn’t
been turned off. They’d been able to ping its location, so there was still a
sliver of hope that he’d kept it. Either way, Wyoming was the next step.


Susan pauses midway through drawing a steeple on top of her
crummy drawing of the church absentmindedly making soft strokes with her pen.
She lets the desk chair swivel under her, thinking she’d heard a noise from
Doherty’s office.


She hadn’t even gotten to see Doherty yet. She’d called him
to tell him when they’d gotten into town but he didn’t answer. He hadn’t called
her back either, which was unusual for him. Lane and Ash also hadn’t been
returning any of her calls and she had been trying to call them since before
Bill and her got on the plane to head back. She’d wanted to know what was going
on with Catherine McBride.


A woman she’d never seen before greeted them outside of
Doherty’s office when they’d made it upstairs and requested that only one of the
detectives come in at a time to discuss their findings. Bill volunteered to go
first, before Susan could tell the woman that their findings had already been
emailed to Doherty before they’d left Wyoming. He’d handed her the plastic bin
he was carrying that was full of their work before following the woman inside
Doherty’s office.


She glances over her shoulder at Bill’s desk where she’d
placed the plastic bin. No, she thinks to herself, by the time I get everything
out and get situated it will be my turn to debrief with Doherty, and whoever
that woman is. Susan looks back down to her drawing. 


She had mentally marked Wyoming off of any future plans of
possible vacation destinations shortly after arriving. It was a pretty enough
state with picturesque blue skies and friendly residents, but she wasn’t able
to stop shivering even on the warmest day where the thermostat had read a
whopping thirty-two degrees. It also didn’t help that the team had crap cell
reception for over half of the trip. They had tried to keep a low profile, more
than once they’d had to go into local businesses, little run-down shops and a
few chains, to use the landlines. As soon as either of them asked to use the
phone the person they were talking to would pick up their southern accents and
it opened them up to being asked where they were from and what had brought them
up to Wyoming. No story they told was the same, work trip, traveling cross
country, looking at real estate; just about anything other than we’re
detectives working a case.


Their trip had ended in Laramie, where the cell phone they
were tracking had placed him. Doherty had established contacts with Laramie’s
Chief of Police before the team had arrived. One of the bonuses to having a
great boss with connections was that when they arrived, there was a signed
search warrant waiting for them for Pastor Dave’s last known residence in
Wyoming, a garage apartment. The landlord had run a background check that the
pastor had been dumb enough to use his real name and social security number.


Two police cars had escorted them to the residence in west
Laramie. The Laramie Police Department had nothing to report from the short
surveillance Doherty requested on the garage apartment. It was, Susan had
admitted to herself, a move she wouldn’t have made in fear that a car sitting
on the garage apartment would tip the suspect off, but her boss knew what he
was doing. The unmarked police car that had been sitting on the place pulled up
to them as they parked. The landlord living in the main house in front of the
two-story apartment was the only one seen coming and going from the property.
By that point, Susan was pretty sure that Pastor Dave was long gone.


The search warrant was given to the officer who’d been
casing the residence so he could give it to the old man in the main house while
the rest of them headed to the garage in the back. Susan, Bill, and one of the
senior officers had taken the front entrance of the garage apartment while the
others secured the back. The apartment was old. If the bottom section of the
garage apartment ever had a garage door it was long gone by the time they
showed. The garage was empty except for misshapen pieces of plié wood leaning
against the wall on the inside wall. The numerous spider webs filling the
corners of the garage were visible as she walked past the garage toward the
stairs located on the side of the apartment from the heavy amount of dust
caking them.


 The metal stairs
squeaked as they hurried up the steps. With large windows on all sides of the
apartment upstairs, it would have been easy to make an escape, but they were a
good twenty feet up, so Susan hadn’t been worried enough to mention it. A brisk
pound on the door as the cop announced their presence was all the warning they
gave before busting in.


The foul odor that had smacked them in the face as the doors
gave way would have ruined anyone’s day. Susan was well aware that only one
thing gave off that level of rank.


Susan tears the page from the notepad, not wanting to look
at the church any longer as if it were somehow responsible for her train of
thought. She balls it up with her left hand and tosses it into the trashcan
next to her desk, sitting back in her chair and tapping the eraser of her
pencil against her desk absentmindedly. She’d expected to be in Doherty’s
office by now, and the wait is starting to get to her. The woman who had
stopped Bill and Susan from entering Doherty’s office together must be with the
council. Doherty wouldn’t allow just anybody in his office during a debriefing.
In fact, Susan’s only ever been in debriefings with Doherty and the other
detectives who were on the case. A detective like them, especially a new one to
the crew, wouldn’t have the audacity to boss Susan and Bill around. Being newer
to the team herself, she’s never worked with any Seraphim council much less the
Supreme Council, but she knows enough about them to understand that they are
the top of the food chain in the Seraphim world. With the council in the
building Susan knows that Doherty and his people are effectively nothing more
than the help now. Bill and her had received separate emails from Doherty the
day before they had made it back to headquarters informing them of the
council’s arrival.


Anytime another agency gets involved in the middle of an
investigation, at least in Susan’s experience, it tends to slow everything down
for a while. Susan tosses the pencil on her desk and stands. If she’s going to
wait, she’s at least getting some coffee.


As she lifts the glass coffee pot from the coffee maker the
bottom of the pot sticks dragging the machine an inch out before the base lets
go of the pot. She pours it into a cheap styrofoam cup she has out next to the
coffee maker. She pulls a napkin out of the dispenser hanging on the wall and
runs over the bottom of the coffee put before replacing it on the machine. A
dead roach is visible from where the coffee machine had been hiding it. It’s on
its back, tiny legs in the air. The pastor had been in a similar position when
they’d found him.


Everyone entering the garage apartment was holding their
breath as they stepped inside. The smell still makes Susan’s stomach turn as
she stirs three sugar packets into her coffee. They had walked into the open
floor plan no longer holding their guns up, ready to shoot—no one had to
go far. Stepping over the threshold brought them right into the living room,
where the television and couch were front and center. The living room fan
spinning above the couch did nothing besides spread the aroma. One of the cops
refused to enter the apartment choosing to stand at the back steps as a guard
to the scene. Bill kept his hand over his nose and mouth the remainder of his
time in the apartment. Pastor Dave had died on his back. His left arm had
fallen off of the couch and his knuckles were resting on the floor. His face
had been as bad as the smell. 


His mouth was open and it appeared that his tongue was so
engorged that it was forcing it open even farther since his body was well past
rigor mortis. Judging by decomp, it had been days since Pastor Dave’s heart
last pushed blood out to his extremities. It was only days later that the
coroner informed them that he had used prescription sleeping pills mixed with
booze to end his life. Susan and Bill had checked for any clues, but all they
found was a pot full of ashes sitting on the tiny stovetop. Susan watched as
Bill, still one handed from covering his nose, used the pen from his chest
pocket to sift through the ashes. From the looks of it the pastor had burned
several pages of paper before he killed himself. The few tiny scrapes of
charred paper mixed into the ashes gave them nothing to further their
investigation. Susan left a message on Doherty’s voicemail informing him of
their findings.


There hadn’t been time to speak with the landlord until the
coroner was removing the body. The elderly man wasn’t too torn up when he learned
that his tenant had passed. “Davey paid for three months up front,” the old man
told her from under his back patio where he had been watching the officers
since being served with the search warrant as the apartment was being searched.
“Usually they pay for one and stay for three,” he’d said, giving her a smile
full of dentures. 


Susan glanced at the apartment and back at the old man. “I’m
happy to hear that because if you got anything left over you’re going to be
spending that on cleaning supplies for the apartment.” The old man nods
knowingly looking down at the ground. He stays that way long enough that Susan
worries that she’s upset him. “The arthritis in my knees won’t let me take the
stairs anymore,” he says before still staring down, letting Susan know that
it’s his knees he’s looking at with a frown.


An old Ford truck pulls up to the garage apartment. The man
that steps out is wearing a jacket with coroner written on the back of it. “I’m
sure the police have some numbers I can get you for a cleanup crew,” Susan
offers.


The old man looks up at the coroner taking two steps at a
time to get to the apartment. “That’d be nice. What about that other fellow? I
don’t want to have to be the one to tell him Davey’s passed.” 


Susan turns from watching the coroner entering the apartment
with a handkerchief over his mouth to dip her head closer to the old man’s.
“What, other fellow?”


 “A relative I
suspect,” he’d said, moving to the rocking chair. As he sits the cushion on the
seat of the chair sends puffs of dust out the sides. “He helped him move in.
The evening I saw him, he was carrying a cardboard box upstairs. The last time
I saw him was the last time I saw Davey, three or four days ago. He didn’t even
bother to return my wave when he drove past the house.” 


“Did Davey tell you his relative’s name?”


“I never talked to Davey about him.”


“What about the make and model of the car he was driving.”


He rocked in the chair, giving his head a brisk shake. “Some
crummy car, nothing that interested me.”


“Did you get the color at least?” Susan asked, trying not to
look annoyed.


“Dark blue, maybe.” 


“I’ll go try to get you that contact information,” Susan had
said, excusing herself before her temper got the best of her. She had been so
relieved to find the pastor dead that finding out that there was yet another
mysterious guy to track down she’d wanted to scream.


After the coroner was finished, Bill collected all of the
rental information from the landlord that he’d gotten from Davey. Then,
everyone returned to the police station. 


Laramie’s chief of police, Gregory, was a gruff man who
didn’t seem much for conversation, so when Susan entered his office, she was
surprised by what she saw. There were pictures of him with various heads of
state including President George W. Bush covering the walls. She hardly
recognized the bright eyes and big smile in each frame. He had multiple frames
propped on his desk as well, only a few of which she could see. Gregory had a
large family judging by the visible family photos. One was of four men and
three women smiling big at the camera with a 2017 Gregory family reunion banner
hanging behind them were. The police chief was the second in from the left. The
men all favored each other just like the women did. Siblings, Susan had thought
to herself noting the grays around all of their temples. Another photo was of
the police chief on a pitcher’s mound pitching a plastic ball underhand to a
three foot tall little girl. The man squatting down behind the little girl
playing the role of catcher had the profile of a twenty year younger version of
the police chief. Father, son, and
granddaughter, she’d thought. Maybe his gruffness was for her and Bill’s
sake—what an honor. After all, police reveled in throwing their weight
around in front of federal agents.


Well, she’d
thought, might as well speed things along.
“Impressive,” she’d said, eyeing the photos on the walls. Her eyes stopped on
Bush’s face. “I’ve never met a president before.”


“My oldest son worked on his election campaign here in
Wyoming,” he told her with such forced nonchalance that she nearly snickered. 


The reason Gregory had called her to his office, she’d soon
learned, was to show her a video clip from a local gas station close to the
garage apartment. As he started the video on his laptop he told her, “An old
retired cop friend of mine who takes his morning jogs in the neighborhood
noticed a car driving around with out-of-state tags and then saw it again
parked at the apartment.” 


It had taken a second to digest this. Susan knew it had to
be the same guy the landlord had told her about. It couldn’t have been the
pastor’s car. The garage below the apartment had been empty. 


“There it is,” he’d announced, pointing the chewed-up end of
his pen at the laptop screen as a car pulled into the gas station. “That’s the
car my buddy saw at the apartment.”


“How did you find this?” Susan asked, looking at him out the
corner of her eye. They’d just found the body, and Susan was pretty sure every
cop showed up to the apartment once that call went through. How did he have the
time to go through footage and locate the car?


The police chief had sat back, resting his hands on his
round stomach as he gave her a smug grin. “I’ve had some guys working on this
since your boss asked us to watch the garage. Figured whoever you were looking
for was long gone, though. So I asked around, found out about the car, and then
had my boys search for it.” The police chief eyed the footage of the car. “He
pulls out of the gas station heading in the opposite direction from your dead
guy’s apartment. I think he was heading out of town.” She hadn’t responded,
knowing that there was no way he knew where the suspect was headed if this was
the only footage he had of the car.


Susan watched the grainy video a couple times rewinding it
over and over to watch the driver got out of the car trying to see if she could
pick up on anything. “You seen him before?” Gregory asked, the third or fourth
time she watched the suspect get out of the car and walk to the gas tank. He
was in his late thirties, early forties with heavy facial hair, most likely to
conceal his features, and wore dark sunglasses. “Nope,” she told him.


“Keep watching,” he’d instructed. He pointed again when the
car pulled out of the station, giving them a view of its rear bumper. The right
brake light was lit, but not the left. 


Susan leaned in to get closer to the screen. “I can’t make
out the license plate number.”


Gregory paused the video. “I couldn’t either, but it’s a
Texas plate for sure.” Susan nods in agreement. She’d seen several of the white
Texas plates with all black lettering in her short time working in south
Louisiana. “I’ve got a BOLO out for the vehicle’s description, so maybe we’ll
get lucky.”


This case needs as
much luck as it can get, Susan thought to herself. “Can you email me a copy
of this video?’


Once back at her laptop, she’d shown Bill the surveillance
footage from the gas station. “What about that?” Bill had asked, pointing at
the license plate as soon as the back of the car was visible.


Susan squinted at the license plate. “You can make out the
license plate?”


“No, I’m talking about the license plate holder.” Sure
enough he was right. The license plate holder was from a rental company. A
quick search online and they found that they had a location in Cheyenne,
Wyoming. 


They jumped on the lead, Bill contacting the rental company
to confirm that the car was one of theirs. He had to text the guy he was on the
phone with a screen shot of the car from the gas station footage since he
didn’t have the license plate. The guy told him that it looked like one of
their cars, and it that had been returned to the Cheyenne location the evening
before. There were no security cameras for them to pull footage from, but Bill
had them fax everything they had on the man who rented the car. 


The information they got back from the rental company on the
suspect was all farce. “What do you mean this is the right rental contract?”
Bill spat at the phone. He had been nice to put the call on speaker phone so
that Susan could listen along.


“Look,” manager of the rental location in Cheyenne told Bill.
“She copied the driver’s license and got a credit card as a second form of
identification.” The female employee the manager was talking about was the
woman who wrote up the rental agreement with their suspect. She had gotten a
copy of a driver’s license but there’s no way she looked at it, because the
photo on the license was a woman, not a man. It was of a very masculine female,
Susan gave them that, but it was still clearly not a man, therefore most
definitely not their suspect. If she hadn’t been so hopeful that this would
lead to identifying the suspect she would have laughed when Bill had handed her
the faxed copy of the license.


The name, Jimmy Thimes, and the remaining information on the
license was also a dead end. 


“I assure you that we are implementing more intricate
training courses for our employees to prevent this from ever happening again,”
the manager told them. Susan and Bill exchanged a frustrated glance before Bill
picked up the phone to take off of speakerphone.


“Do not under any circumstances rent that car. We are
sending a unit to check the car for prints.” Bill rolled his eyes. “Then you
better move it to the back of the lot and hide the keys until our people get
there because if that vehicle is vacuumed I’ll have them arrest you for tampering.”
Bill smiled as he pulled the phone away from his ear as Susan could hear the
man on the other end shouting orders at someone to get the car to the back post
haste. “That’s better,” Bill said in the phone, “the unit should be getting
there shortly.


And so, without any other leads, Susan and Bill had decided
to head to Cheyenne to ensure that the guys Gregory had sent to the rental
agency went over the car thoroughly.


It wasn’t until they were getting out of Buford that the
police chief called. Their bearded suspect had been spotted west of Cheyenne on
interstate 80 by a state trooper. If it was really their guy, he must have
stayed the night somewhere around Cheyenne after dropping off the car last
night before doubling back toward Laramie today. Susan’s mind raced as she
thought of possible explanations as to why he’d stuck around. The chief had
been told that the car was pulled over for failure to yield, and the trooper
let the guy go with a warning. The trooper hadn’t run the driver’s license nor had
he ran the license plate, which judging by Gregory’s colorful language really
ticked him off. Susan put the call on speaker for Bill to enjoy the police
chief’s anger over the situation. And, just as she thought, every curse word
Gregory spewed as he explained what happened made Bill’s grin deepen as he
pulled the car over to the side of the road. 


“It wasn’t until the suspect was long gone that it dawned on
that sonofa… that maybe he shouldn’t have let him go so easily.”


Bill’s eyebrows shot up. “Tempero,” he had mouthed to Susan.
Susan wasn’t so sure. Why would a Seraphim be working with the pastor who had
planned attacks on Seraphim. It didn’t add up.


“He called in the man’s description and the car’s and plate
number once I’m sure he’d wasted even more time thinking about it.”


Bill and Susan immediately agreed it was worth checking out
since there was no denying that it sounded like the trooper had pulled over a
possible Tempero. 


“He didn’t follow protocol,” Bill had told her once she’d
gotten off of the phone call. “And the deputy didn’t get his wits back until
after the guy drove off. Classic reaction to a Tempero not wanting to get a
ticket.” The phone rang in Susan’s hand before she could begin the all the
reasons why it couldn’t be a Seraphim. It was the police chief. She accepted
the call pressing the speaker button.


“They got him!” Gregory said exuberated. 


“Yes!” Bill said from the driver’s seat.


“Not exactly,” Gregory said. “He isn’t pulling over this
time, but they’ve got all cars responding to the chase. He’s still on
interstate 80 headed west between Cheyenne and Buford.” 


“He’s coming straight to us,” Bill said, whipping the car
back onto the interstate. 


“Thanks,” Susan spouted, before hanging up on Gregory. She
head on to her seatbelt as she watched the needle on the speedometer zoom
upwards of ninety, the interstate racing past. “Bill?” No reply from the
driver’s seat. Her stomach clenched. “Bill!”


“What?” he asked, leaning closer to the steering wheel as if
they weren’t going fast enough.


Susan began to see the haze of flashing blue lights on the
horizon. Her nerves disappeared. “Faster,” she’d told Bill. Just as Gregory
said, the chase was heading towards them in the opposing traffic lanes. On the
other side of the median construction on the outside lane had the inside lane
nearly bumper to bumper for the last quarter mile. The median between them and
the chase was wide and Susan could see that it dipped in the middle. “What’s
the plan?” she asked Bill. Their vehicle was only a two-wheel drive, and even
if they could get across the median they didn’t have any stop sticks to aide in
the chase.


The lights from all of the police cars grew brighter as they
drew closer to the traffic steadily backing up from the road construction.


Bill slowed, and then without warning, he cut across the
median. Susan grabbed for the handle on the roof above her door with both
hands. 


Two hard bounces had slammed them around inside the car like
they were on a roller coaster. They had to stop as soon as they made it onto
the left shoulder of the interstate thanks to the traffic. That’s when Susan
noticed that the blue lights were no longer heading in their direction. Bill
had noticed too. He drove a short distance on the shoulder of the road driving
opposite the flow of traffic until they got to an eighteen-wheeler that had
enough room between it and the van ahead of it that they could cut across the
outside lane. Once on the other side of the traffic, they could see smoke from
all of the brakes locking up as the police cars stopped in a cluster off to the
right side of the road several hundred yards from them. 


They couldn’t keep driving. The road had been torn up on the
other side of the cones just ahead of them leaving more than a two-foot drop
straight down where the cement had already been sectioned, crushed, and hauled
off. There was no way their car could make the drop. Bill threw the car in
park.


Construction workers who had already stopped what they were
doing to turn around and watch the police lights coming up shouted at Bill and
Susan as they exited the car. “Hey, Come on! We gotta work here!” Neither of
them bothered to respond taking off in a run as soon as their feet hit the
interstate.


From a good hundred feet away, Susan had been able to make
out what looked like the back end of a light colored sedan sticking out from
the tree line next to the interstate where all of the police cars had stopped.
With a hoard of cars involved in the chase by the time Susan and Bill arrived
it was hard to hear what was happening over the sirens left blaring on the side
of the road. Susan and Bill had needed to shout their questions as they got
close to the scene. A few of the officers were by their vehicles figuring out
the traffic situations, while some were trying to shut off the sirens. From the
distance they had to run to get to the scene, Bill was yards ahead of Susan.
The officer nearest Bill turned toward him, and then step directly in his path,
waving his arms at him to stop. As Bill was forced to stop and pull out his
identification Susan veered off the road to avoid being stopped. A sheriff’s
deputy standing off from the crash talking on his walkie saw her coming. He
jogged over and jumped over the ditch as she ran up. She pulled her badge out
sticking it in his face as she looked around him to see the mix of deputies and
police officers around the trees and back of the sedan.


“I’m working an active case on a terrorist cell. We believe
the man you all were chasing is part of the cell.” She looked the officer
straight in the eye. “Tell me my suspect is still alive.” 


He placed a hand on Susan’s badge to get a better look
before answering. “He’s still breathing,” he’d said after letting go of the
badge. Susan shoved it back in her pocket. He nodded for her to follow him. “I
was the second car in the pursuit. The car matched a BOLO we have out, but he
refused to pull over. Over here,” the deputy told her, motioning at the ditch a
little farther down from where they were standing. He directed her to a less
muddy section to cross. He was courteous, she liked that. “We were coming up to
this traffic,” he said pointing his thumb over his shoulder at the road
construction. “It’s been congested like this for the past two days thanks to
the road work. As soon as the line of solid, red brake lights were visible the
suspect turned off the road. It was crazy, he didn’t even slow down.” Susan
watches as one of the cops shatters the back glass of the car. “He ramped the
ditch, and went head long into that cluster of trees,” he said, pointing ahead
of them at the tree line where the backend of the sedan was sticking out. 


One of the smaller officers climbed on top of the trunk of
the car and carefully crawled into the backseat. A deputy was leaning around
the tree on the driver’s side, talking through the shattered front windshield.
“Sir, we’re going to get you out. Can you tell me your name?” A groan from the
front seat and Susan felt instant relief.


Her suspect was still alive. 


He was barely moving. His hair was damp, both on his face
and on his head. From where she stood at the back rear, driver’s side tire
where the heavy foliage blocked her from going any farther, she couldn’t tell
how badly he was injured. He had ran the car into the trees going fast enough
that he’d pinned the car between two medium sized trees. A third, smaller tree
a couple feet back between the two medium trees had effectively smashed the
front end of the car. 


Susan went back to the trunk of the car as she’d seen the
officer do and climbed up on the back of the car. Glass covered the inside of
the car. There was a crunch of glass as she stepped onto the backseat. The
officer perched on the center console turned to give her an inquisitive stare,
probably not expecting to see someone in civilian clothing. The officer had his
left hand balled up to his chest. “I’m with the FBI,” she’d told him.


“Careful,” he’d warned as she moved closer to him, reaching
his right hand out for her to grab. “There’s glass everywhere.” He helped her
step off of the backseat and onto the floorboard.


“Is that his blood or yours?” she’d asked, seeing the blood
smeared on the bottom of the hand at his chest.


“The glass got me when I pushed the debris off the console
before I sat on it. It’s not bad,” He’d said, opening his hand to look at it,
and then quickly closing it as more blood rushed from the gash on his palm. “I
should probably get it checked out.”


“Yeah, I think so,” Susan had said, moving the best she
could out of his way. 


“Try to get him to keep his head still,” he told her as moved
out of the spot between the driver and passenger seats. “He’s too out of it to
tell me what’s hurting.” She did her best to help the officer climb out of the
back window before taking his spot on the center console. Like the officer,
Susan had to squeeze into the tight space. She hadn’t considered the officer to
be that much smaller than her until she realized that only one hip would fit.


The deputy that remained at the front left side of the car
pointed out to her that the smaller tree in the middle of the other trees that
smashed in the hood had also demonstrated its sturdiness by pushing the car’s
engine in on its self.


Susan was impressed by how much damage occurred inside of
the car. The engine was now partially in the car where it had been shoved through
the front floorboard pinning the suspect in the driver’s seat. The
once-spacious driver’s seat was now a compacted, twisted heap of metal around
the man. The larger tree on the front driver’s side had left its mark down the
hood of the car where the deputy, having seed that the officer had cut himself,
was reevaluating his spot on the edge of the sharp, bent up hood.


“My name’s Detective Susan,” she said her suspect stuck in
the driver’s seat. He’s glancing around but the confusion and emptiness in his
eyes when he looks at her let’s her know that the deputy is probably the only
one who heard her. “I need you to keep your head still.” She lifts her right
hand to help direct him to rest his head back on the headrest, but thinks
better of it because of all of the blood on his face and beard that’s trickling
from his nose. “Can you rest your head back?” He leans his head back making
gargled attempts to speak but she understands none of it.


“The ambulance is here,” the deputy tells her moving from
the front of the car to find his way around the trees and thick underbrush to
assist them. As he walks around the car, Susan asks the driver, “Do you know
your name?” No answer. “Why were you running from the cops?” Susan doesn’t give
him to not respond. “When did you last see Pastor Dave?” He had said nothing.
“Are you a member of Good Faith Fellowship?” Directly in front of the center
console where she was seated the hood was bent in blocking part of her view
into the woods.


Susan opens the bottom drawer on the right side of her desk.
Taking the top folder, she pushes her chair back and stands. The folder’s
papers are jumbled, filled with words that her eyes keep jumping. She turns
away from the drawer preferring to watch the door, willing it to open. Nothing.
She has so much to wrap up, but she doesn’t want to start getting everything
together until she knows what’s going on in the office. She takes her cellphone
out. No calls from Lane or Ash, so frustrating.


The suspect trapped in the car had been pretty frustrating
too. She didn’t want these precious minutes alone with her suspect to be a
waste. It wasn’t until Susan had closed the space between her and the injured
man and began whispering to him about what Pastor Dave’s corpse looked and
smelled like that she began second guessing her technique. “His skin was pulled
so tight that when the coroner turned him on his side the skin on Dave’s back
split. The liquids that poured out was brown and chunky.” Susan hadn’t really
been there when the coroner was collecting the body. She’d been with the
landlord, but he wasn’t a Veritatis so he didn’t know any of that. And, it
worked to some degree. He’d gagged, which turned into a cough that led to him
grabbing at his stomach. He let out a groan. 


Was she being cruel? Had he lost someone he cared about when
the pastor died?


She had stopped her corpse talk to gently wipe the man’s
forehead with the cuff of her jacket where blood from gash on his forehead was
on its way to trickling into one of his eyes. She just needs to find out if any
more Seraphim are in danger. It’s not written down anywhere that she has to
make him more miserable in the process. 


When Bill finally joined her as the paramedics were rolling
a gurney off the interstate and onto the grass, he took the path the deputy did
around the crash and heavy underbrush to get to the front of the car. He craned
his neck looking through the broken front windshield to examine the suspect, he
confirmed that the man was a Seraphim. The suspect barely acknowledged his
presence, glancing up at him only for a split second before going back to
groaning with his arms wrapped around his stomach. “Definitely a Seraphim.
Tempero, like we thought,” Bill had told Susan. It’s easy to get a little
jealous of that sometimes, if she’s honest. She wonders what it’s like to have
that Sensaa feeling. She’s never felt anything when she sees another normal,
run-of-the-mill human being. In fact, she usually tries to make as little eye
contact with people as possible so as to not encourage conversation. If she
starts talking to a stranger long enough she begins imagining all of the crimes
they’ve committed throughout their lives. 


But still, she admits, the ability for Seraphim to recognize
another Seraphim had been useful. It took the deputy returning with the
emergency medical technicians pushing the gurney for her to notice just how
effective the Seraphim was using his ability. The deputy starting rubbing his
eyes hard and fast as if trying to stop from crying. Even Bill was showing
signs of the Tempero’s work as he moved around, trying to find enough room to
lean in and physically check on the man. She watched as the Tempero used his
ability to heighten everyone’s natural instinct to help him.


“How bad is it?” Bill asked.


“It’s bad.”


He had nearly killing himself ramming that car into the
trees. Susan could feel that he was continuing to use his ability on everyone
near the crash as they hurried to find a safe way to extract him. It was an
overwhelming, relenting need to care for him that Susan wouldn’t normally feel
to such extent under those circumstances.


“Here,” Susan said to the paramedics, moving off of the
console. “You can reach him in here.” Out of the two paramedics it was the guy
who crawled into the car. The female paramedic was too overweight to crawl in
after him even if Susan would have gotten out of the car so she had a cop break
the back driver’s side as Susan and the male paramedic covered their eyes. The
paramedic used the broken window to pass supplies in to her partner. He wasn’t
answering any of the paramedic’s medical questions as the neck brace was
placed. “He hasn’t answered anyone’s questions,” Susan told him. She stayed in
the backseat to act as the middleman passing the supplies back and forth to
hear if he could get her suspect talking. “He’s been holding his stomach and
moaning, but that’s about it.”


Once the jaws of life were carried up by one of the fire
fighters, Bill helped Susan out of the back to give the paramedic more space.
The female paramedic stepped back as the decision was made to try the back
driver’s side door first. Two different fire fighters tried their hand at
prying open the door. When it became clear that the door wasn’t going to open
the Tempero hit everyone with agitation.


“Can someone please do something!” the male paramedic
started screaming from inside the car.


The female paramedic hauled a body board around to the front
of the car next. Susan followed the first responders around to the front of the
car to watch. Her suspect let out a loud moan as firefighters climbed on to the
remains of the front hood and leaned in to grab him. Bill was on his phone
standing off to the side, most likely talking to Doherty.


 It wasn’t until
the others tried to lift the man that she’d realized how badly he must be hurt.
He let out a cry that was so primal it sounded like it came from a wild animal.
Even the police officers on the road directing traffic recoiled. 


“There’s a piece of metal,” the paramedic inside the car
told the fire fighters trying to move the man, “it’s bent into the left side of
his abdomen.” The only option they had was to cut the piece of metal. “Get the
cordless angle grinder,” the fire fighter closest to Susan and the female
paramedic called to the group of people at the back of the car waiting to see
if they were needed. The request was shouted across the ditch to the fire
truck. Moments later, a grinder appeared. A cop climbed on the back of the car
to hand it to the paramedic. The fire fighters directed the paramedic on how to
use it as he lined the grinder up a foot from the man’s stomach.


By the time he was pulled from the car and loaded onto the
body board, the suspect was totally unresponsive. His eyes were shut and his
mouth was gaping open as the fire fighters helped the female paramedic haul him
to the ambulance as her partner crawled out of the back window. Susan wasn’t
feeling angry or anxious anymore. The Tempero was no longer causing the inner
tension she’d been experiencing while she was questioning him. 


Bill was allowed to ride in the back of the ambulance after
Susan had a brief discussion with the paramedics about their
suspicions—it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on him, just to be safe.
Though she wouldn’t say it to Bill, the idea of being alone with someone who
could control her emotions was unnerving. She used her clout to get a police
officer to drive her to the hospital since her car was parked so far away and
didn’t know where the hospital was where they were going.


When she arrived, Bill had been waiting for her outside of
the back of the ambulance. He jogged over to her when he saw her in the
passenger seat of the cop’s car pulling in behind the ambulance. 


“His heart stopped,” Bill said as she jumped out and shut
the car door, his breath short. “As soon as we pulled away from the wreck.”


“What?” Bill started towards the ambulance.


“They’ve got him strapped to a machine. Chest compressions.”


“So he’s not—”


 “It doesn’t look
good for him.”



 


 

Susan couldn’t look at the emergency room physician as he
was speaking to them. Bill was kind enough to hear him out. Their suspect coded
in the emergency room without regaining consciousness. She’d gotten nothing from
him, not even his name. She was silent in the police cruiser on their ride back
to the crash site to pick up their car.


The traffic on interstate 80 was backed up on both sides
thanks to the rubberneckers checking out the crash. Investigators were still working
the crash sight when they arrived. Bill had asked the officer driving them to
stop at the site instead of taking them all the way to their vehicle. She was
over it by then. She got the car keys from Bill and hit the pavement as soon as
the police cruiser parked. She had failed. 


Dwelling on her failure, she hadn’t seen Bill walking up to
the car from the crash site. It wasn’t until she could hear him whistling from
inside the car that she had lifted her forehead from off of the steering wheel
to see him beaming at her as he walked up. In his hands was a cardboard box the
perfect size for moving.



 


 

Back at the station they ran their second suspect’s
fingerprints and found that he had a record two decades old. One of the aliases
attached to his record caught her attention: Andre Heincliff. Doherty would
definitely like that little nugget of info. From McBride’s raid on the Rogue
school, they already had one Heincliff in custody, but her boss didn’t think
that Lia Heincliff was her actual name. Well; it’s at least somewhere to start.



Doherty’s office door opens. Susan slaps the folder in her
hands shut. Finally, Bill steps out. He had turned the day around for her after
the car crash turned their second suspect into their second body. The cardboard
box found by the crime scene investigators in the trunk of the car didn’t give
them all of the answers they were searching far, but it had linked them to the
attacks.


Susan forces herself not to look so nervous, crossing her
arms as she waits for him to walk over to her.


Bill walks up to her with a stupid smirk on his face. He can
tell she’s annoyed. “She wants to talk to you about the Wyoming magic trick,”
he says. 


That’s what the two of them had been calling their trip up
north since they were able to get both bodies sent straight to their coroner on
top of the evidence collected from the crashed car, no hoops to jump through,
no paperwork to file. By the time they were finished in Wyoming, the Laramie
Police Department was nearly throwing the two corpses out the door with them
for reasons they’d brag about in retirement, but had planned to skip when they
had made it back to headquarters for debrief. Susan’s eyes narrow. “She wants
to talk?”


Bill lowers his voice. “She’s Doherty’s new boss.”


Susan eyes Doherty’s office suspiciously wondering if he’d
call her Doherty’s boss if she were just part of the Supreme Council or if this
woman really was the person who has been overseeing Doherty’s investigations.
Susan knew of course that her boss had his superiors, but she’d always pictured
older James Bond types dressed in sharp suits who only used code names. 


Bill shrugs. “Yeah, she’s waiting for you.” Bill glance
around Susan’s desk. “Where are the goods?”


“On your desk,” she says about the tan plastic bin he’d handed
her before entering Doherty’s office. “I wasn’t going to go through it until I
debriefed and figured out what Lane’s up to.”


Bill looks past her at the bin sitting on top of his desk.
“I’ll try Lane,” he says, taking out his cell. He nods behind him to Doherty’s
office. “Chop chop,” he says to her, bringing his cell to his ear as he walks
past her to his desk. 


Susan straightens her blazer. She could really use an
aggravating statement from Ash right now to pump her up before facing her
boss’s boss. She forces her chin high as she enters the office.


Doherty isn’t in the office and it instantly annoys and
worries Susan to see the woman is seated in his seat behind his desk. Could
Doherty have been relieved of his position and this woman is his replacement?
The woman, in her freshly pressed blazer that probably cost three times what
Susan spent on her clearance rack blazer, is staring down at her cell, both of
her thumbs are typing away on the screen at lighting speed. She sees Susan
walking in and sets the phone down to greet her. “Hello, Susan. I’m Daphne,”
she says in a soft, overly feminine voice like she was reading a bedtime story
to a small child. Susan wonders if she really talks like that or if it’s for
her sake. “I work with the council. How do you do?” Susan relaxes stepping
closer to the desk. Daphne is attractive, even if her voice is a bit too much
in her oversized black blazer that’s a shade darker than her straight, chin
length hair. The collar on Susan’s blazer has never been as smooth as the
collar is on Daphne’s even when she’d first bought it two years ago. Daphne
probably has hers dry cleaned.


“Happy to be back,” Susan says with a smile, more happy to
hear that Daphne works for the council and isn’t here to replace Doherty.


“Have a seat,” Daphne instructs, seeming to have made
herself at home in Doherty’s private office organizing the desk in neat stacks
and lining up the pens to the right of her.


The two comfortable arm chairs facing Doherty’s desk have
cardboard boxes marked “shred” stacked on them, all full to the brim with
papers and folders. She considers just setting them on the floor, but there are
boxes scattered across the floor as well. Not worth it. Off to the side of
Doherty’s desk is a beat up metal folding chair. Her butt hurts just looking at
it. Daphne waits.


“I’ve been sitting all day,” she tells Daphne. “I prefer to
stand.” 


“Have it your way,” Daphne says absently, moving a pen up
just a hair more to have it line up to the notebook in front of her. Next she
places a yellow highlighter a couple inches to the right of the pen, making
sure that they line up at the bottom. “I was hoping you could tell me how it
was that you were able to get both the pastor’s and…” she looks over at
Doherty’s computer screen in front of her, “…Mr. Heincliff’s bodies shipped to
us in such a rush.”


Susan glances at the notebook again. Daphne must have read
her email to Doherty about the Andre Heincliff alias. If it had been Bill who
told her the suspect’s name, then she would have written it down.


“It helped that the first body was already processed when we
ended up with the second.” She stops, waiting for the next question, but Daphne
remains silent, looking at Susan with a small, expectant smile on her face.
Susan takes a deep breath slowly releasing it, then continues. “With paperwork
going on for the first suspect, we were able to be somewhat speedier with the
second. You know, copy and paste. We replaced the pastor’s name with the second
guy’s alias.”


Daphne carefully places her elbow on the desk so as not to
disturb the evenly-spaced writing implements. When she looks up from the desk,
Susan knows that she isn’t going for it. “You’ve been working for the
department long enough to know that transferring suspects doesn’t happen the
same day the body is rolled in.” Susan isn’t sure if she’s asking a question or
stating a fact, so Susan opens her mouth to reply but Daphne turns from her to
look down at the desk. She lifts a paper from the desk, holding it out at arm’s
length with an ever-so-small curl to her glossed lips. Susan has to walk around
the boxes to get within reach. Daphne stays comfortably in Doherty’s chair. 


With a thin smile, Susan reads the correspondence from the
Wyoming Chief of Police to Doherty. Whole passages have been highlighted in
bright yellow. “Why are we receiving communications from Wyoming wanting
further information on possible terrorist cells?” Daphne asks when Susan’s only
halfway down the page.


Susan lowers the paper, looking at Daphne straight in the
eye. She may not have done things by the book, but she isn’t going to tuck her
tail between her legs just because this chick works for the council. “My team
was in charge of tracking down whoever was responsible for the hospital
attacks. Expediting the suspect’s transfers was part of that duty.” She pauses,
thinking how best to put it. “It’s possible that their police force was under
the impression that the instances we were investigating were more mainstream
acts of terrorism.”


Daphne picks up her pen looking through her lashes at Susan.
“So you made the chief of police think that these two were part of some mass
terror cell?” She makes a sour face as she says it.


Susan looks down at the ground, keeping her voice as
professional as possible. “Neither Bill or myself answered their questions in
regards to why we were searching for these men so intensely. At one point, I
briefly mentioned the use of viral agents and that someone with the right
credentials could get their hands on them...I may have also mentioned that I
had thought would be best to use those agents on oneself to have the most
controlled and effective vector in transmission...” she looks up and is
surprised to see that Daphne’s smile has broadened, “Well, after that, everyone
seemed less interested in paperwork.” 


Daphne nods knowingly. “So they thought they were in danger
of being exposed to some sort of virus?”


Susan can’t help but smirk, although it’s probably the wrong
move. In truth, they were probably more worried about their entire state being
exposed. She and Bill hadn’t bothered to keep their voices down when discussing
the high rate of transmission. “Yes,” she says, “probably something like that.”



Daphne stares down at Doherty’s desk for a long while. Her
smile is gone, replaced with a thoughtful look that pulls at the tiny crow’s
feet running from her eyes. Would she fire them for this? Surely, it would just
be Susan since she was in charge of the team. Besides, Bill had only followed
her lead.


“There’s something else,” Susan expels with her breath. “I
had to get them back quickly because of what was found in the back of the
second suspect’s car.” Daphne tilts her head down, looking up expectantly at
Susan though her eyelashes. “If you read my email to Doherty, you know the
second suspect who died running from police was a Seraphim. The crime scene
investigators who worked the crash after the suspect was taken to the hospital
found a cardboard box in the trunk of the car.” Daphne looks over at the
computer as if checking Susan’s email to confirm what she’s telling her. “In
the box was information about each of the hospitals that were bombed.”


“How do you know that the pastor hadn’t given the box to him
before he committed suicide?”


“That was a thought at first, but there were things in there
to indicate he was the one planning the attacks. There was information about
other Seraphim who hadn’t been attacked yet—addresses, building
schematics, burn phones, lots of petty cash. Everything except the gear he
would have needed to actually follow through on any of it.”


Daphne is on the computer now, her face hard as she watches
the screen. She clicks quickly, absorbed in typing for a moment. 


It takes a moment before she speaks, still looking at her
screen. We should have sent people to cover these locations as soon as you go
them.”


“Well, there was nothing to show us that he had anyone else
working for him. The burn phones were full of numbers we could link to Pastor
Dave in Louisiana and then in Wyoming, and then the call logs ended once it
looks like the pastor died. He may have continued to plan attacks on Seraphim,
but I think he’d used up all of his resources.”


Daphne relaxes, pulling one hand away from the keyboard to
rest her chin on her knuckles. “You’re certain there was no one else?”


“We would have called Doherty directly if we weren’t.” Susan
pauses. It’s not the exact truth, but it’s close enough. Daphne could be a
Veritatis; the possibility sends a wave of worry through her before Susan
realizes she probably would have been called out already. “I did try to call
Doherty to fill him in, but I couldn’t through to him,” she adds. Daphne points
at the correspondence from Wyoming that Susan is still holding, motioning for
her to hand it back. “In the future,” Daphne says, taking the paper from Susan,
“I expect you to follow the law to the letter, including those surrounding
proper paperwork. At least while I’m in charge.”


“Agreed.” Susan says, relieved, but she doesn’t move for the
door. 


“I look forward to reading your full report by the end of
the day. I hope you won’t leave anything out this time,” Daphne says, setting
the correspondence down before returning both hands to the keyboard. She types
feverously, not bothering to look back at Susan who hasn’t moved.


There’s no point in dragging it out. “Are you going to tell
me where Detective Doherty is?”


Daphne looks up, her brow furrowing in confusion, and her
hands rest on the keyboard. “No one told you?” “Bill and I haven’t been told
anything.”


Daphne purses her lips. “It was one of the detectives from
your team who made the call. I had assumed…” she straightens in her seat.
“Detective Lane notified the office of high levels of Seraphim activity in
Baton Rouge, where he was following one of your leads. He identified some of
those Seraphim as people of interest in our investigation on the school raid.
Doherty sent a small group out to assist him in bringing them in.” Daphne
pauses, glancing down at her desk, unsure how best to proceed. “During their
efforts, SWAT was called, and the building went on lockdown.” She meets Susan’s
eyes again. “I know there were shots fired, some of ours injured.” 


Susan shuts her eyes for a second, trying to take in what’s
being said. Injuries, shots fired, some
of ours. Daphne keeps talking.


“No fatalities were reported.”


Susan feels heat in her neck, her head clouded. “Where did
they take the injured?”


Daphne jots down an address on one of Doherty’s sticky pads
and hands it to her. “With a case this extensive, we don’t have time to waste.”


“Understood,” she says. She snaps the address from Daphne’s
outstretched fingers. Lane was doing his job, and so were the others. She could
have been the one to follow Catherine McBride, but she didn’t. Blaming herself
won’t help whoever it was that got hurt. She’ll find time to feel guilty later.











Chapter 18




A security guard stops our car when Mom slows to turn into
the parking lot with twenty or so cars in it in the middle of a vast,
undeveloped commercial property. He’s impressively menacing for someone whose
job is to watch parked vehicles. His muscles bulge out from under his uniform,
making me think that he should be wearing at least a size larger.


Bryant had already prepared for an interior search of the
car. About five miles back, we’d pulled over into an empty gas station, and
he’d placed all of our weapons in the trunk. 


The guard checks ID’s. “I don’t have ID,” I tell him. I
don’t have anything besides the clothes on my back since being taken by Gradney
Sipe. He looks up from Mom and Bryant’s licenses to eye my suspiciously in the
backseat. “She’s my daughter,” Mom tells him. 


“You aren’t going to give them any trouble in there are
you?” he asks, jotting down Mom and Bryant’s information. “No, sir,” I say
meekly. He steps back from the car moving to the back of the car to look down
at our license plate and writes it down. “You can pull in,” he says, pointing
us to the visitor’s section of the parking lot. “And don’t speak to any of the
locals about anything related to the goings-on inside. If anyone asks why you’re
here, make something up.”


The parking lot has a large pristine lawn that encircles the
four-story building. Beyond are thick woods, all with posted for sale signs
listing the “will build to suit” thirty-three and one-half acreage. The
building itself would be quite dull if it weren’t for the occasional glimpse of
someone on the roof holding a semiautomatic rifle.


There are more security guards once we get inside. Metal
detectors are front and center as soon as we step past the threshold. They loom
over us; we are forced to either retreat back outside or succumb to the metal
detectors’ silent demands for assessment. Guards stand at the metal detectors,
watching everyone who enters. Bryant goes for the detector on the left; I
follow Mom to the metal detector on the right. With no lounging area setup
inside the entryway it would be too suspect for anyone to not go straight to
them. 


I go through the metal detector looking at the wide
staircase at the other end of the entrance hall. Mom and Bryant are both stopped
by the guards once through the detectors. I walk through without the guards
giving me a second glance. The elegant wooden handrails sticking out from the
staircase are the size of my head where they curl at the end. The wooden
staircase stained dark curves to the right as it ascends to the next floor. I
like the handrails the more I look at them curling in a flourish. It’s the only
attractive thing the original builders seemed to have taken particular pride in
that I can see.


Otherwise, the decor is plain, a pair of unadorned metal
elevators tucked off to the right. The walls are, for the most part, bare, a
few evenly-spaced rods suggesting something that once hung. I pass the
detectors without much pause and head for the staircase. The floral intricacies
winding down the banister are striking. I glide my fingers up the wide
staircase, taking the first few steps. I turn to lean against the banister as
Mom joins me. I hear footsteps descending the stairs so I move closer to the
right side of the staircase even though there’s plenty of room. The man in a
dark gray suit steps off of the stairs giving Mom and I a cordial nod as he
hurries to the front doors. The guard at the detector Mom and I had gone
through waves him under the metal detector, not stopping him when the detector
buzzes. Mom and I wait as Bryant finishes his chat with the guard that stopped
him. 


“The second floor is where all the conference rooms were, so
that’s where the council is having their hearings and trials,” Bryant says when
he joins us. Bryant had been in the building when Sidney sent the call out that
I needed help, so he knows the basic layout.


When we reach the second floor, there’s another set of
stairs that go straight up. There’s no pretty banister or intricate design this
time. 


We turn to our right and head down the hallway. The walls
are bare, but there are tiny holes surrounded by large rectangles where the
wallpaper has just barely faded. I picture portraits of professional, balding
old men. 


At the end of the short hall, Bryant takes us to a set of
doors where a guard stands. He doesn’t make eye contact with any of us as we
walk up; I hope Bryant knows what he’s doing. 


I’m eyeing the bench between the elevator doors to the
guard’s left wondering if the same person who stained the stairs also stained
the wooden bench when the elevator dings. Another security guard steps off of
the elevator closest to us.


He looks directly at Bryant. “Detectives want you downstairs
to give a statement of the day’s events.” He looks between the three of us and
the double doors. “They’ll still be in there when you get done.”


Great. I can
already feel boredom setting in. Bryant turns to us as he walks towards the
security guard. “I’ll be back.”


“We’ll be fine,” Mom tells him before Bryant gives us a
reassuring smile and steps onto the elevator with the guard. When the elevators
close Mom turns to face the shut doors that the guard is stationed beside.
“Will’s in there,” she says, staring hard at the doors.


I look between her and the doors. “How do you know that?”


“The guard at the metal detectors told me. He’s the first
Seraphim to be put on trial for the raid.”


“Trail, already? The council just got here yesterday. How
can he already be on trial?” I step toward the doors, but Mom takes my arm. 


She pulls me to her side and wraps her arm around my
shoulders, kissing the side of my head. “He’s going to be in trouble no matter
what for not reaching to them prior to the raid. We just have to hope that they
see how imperative it was for him to move on the Rogue school.”


That’s why the security guard knew it would be a while
before they’d be opening the doors to the courtroom, because my uncle’s trial
had already started. I wonder if Bryant knew this whole time that Uncle Will
was going to be put on trial and just didn’t want to tell us. I had watched
some publicized trials when I was still living a normal life at home with my
parents. It could take years from the time that a crime was committed for a
suspect to stand trial. 


It took the Supreme Council less than twenty-four hours. No
wonder Dad and Jake made the drive here from New Orleans to give their
statements so quickly.


As I watch the doors, I imagine Uncle Will was walking into
the courtroom with a group of lawyers around the same time that I was sitting
down to have my blood drawn by Kian Sipe. The guard stationed outside of the
courtroom is nice enough to inform us a few minutes after Bryant’s leaving that
there is no admittance once a trial has begun as if we hadn’t already guessed
that. My mom, sweet as she normally is, openly scowls as the minutes tick by.
Fearing that she may be about to chew the guard out, I direct her to the bench
by the elevators. She seems to melt into the bench once we’ve sat down. Her
feet slide out from under her and her back presses into the bench as she lays
her head back pushing her hands down into the tops of her thighs as she
stretches. She tilts her head up, shutting her eyes as her lips make tiny,
silent movements. She might be saying a prayer for Uncle Will or expressing her
gratitude for finding me alive. The stress could easily be getting to her.
She’s gotten me out of trouble just to turn around and find out that another
loved one could be in serious trouble. I want to ask her how she’s been, tell
her how much I’ve missed her, but I remind myself that we aren’t alone. The
guard is probably watching me watch my mom as I stare over at her taking in how
her forehead dips down to the bridge of her nose. 


She opens her eyes turning her head in my direction. I want
to smile at her, but I feel like I shouldn’t with Uncle Will facing the Supreme
Council it would be in bad taste. She must see the indecision on my face,
because she reaches out and takes my left hand in her right. “He’ll be okay,”
she tells me. I look down at my hand in hers. “Yeah,” I say quietly.”


It’s only a few minutes more before we hear the click of
approaching heels on the tile. A woman in a light gray skirt suit and short
heels rounds the corner of the elevator on our left. She smiles at us, seeming
to know who we are even though I’ve never seen her. Mom and I stand.


“Hi there,” the woman says sweetly, walking up to us. “I’m
one of Mr. McBride’s attorneys.”


Mom cuts her off, her scowl returning. “Then why aren’t you
in there defending my brother?” 


“Mom,” I say.


“I’m not his primary defense,” the woman says. She must deal
with difficult people a lot in her line of work. “Those guys are in the
courtroom with him. I’m just support staff. You know, paper pusher.” She gives
my mom a reassuring smile. “I understand your frustration. But, the good news
is he’s got no chance of facing any real time over this.”


One of the doors to the courtroom swings open, nearly
knocking the guard in the shoulder. A woman charges out. I know her.


“That’s Uncle Will’s secretary from The Southern Academy,” I
whisper to Mom. She’s followed closely by a man in a navy suit. He carries a
brown leather briefcase and it wearing one of those skinny ties that only look
good on attractive men (and, I admit, it looks good on him). Neither of them
pay attention to any of us, and the guard steps back to let them through the
doors. 


The woman strides forward.


“Hey. Hey, hey, hey,” the man says, speeding up to catch her
before she can reach the stairs. She spins around when he tries to touch her shoulder,
red splotches bright on her cheeks. “You did good,” he says, shaking his head
as if agreeing with his own words.


“Were you even in the same room?” she barks. “I was
crucified in there!”


Silently, the attorney next to us directs Mom and me away
from the scene. He motions us past the elevator as the woman yells, “I don’t
get paid enough to deal with that level of abuse!” She points wildly at the
courtroom. “They called me an accomplice. An accomplice!”


“They were only trying to scare you,” he tells her. “You
answered all of their questions to the best of your ability. We practiced this.
You have nothing to worry about.”


“Easy for you to say,” she spits. “You weren’t humiliated.”
She turns for the stairs again. “I quit,” she says as she stomps down the hall.
Her attorney rubs his forehead hard before heading after her.


“She wasn’t that great at her job anyways,” I say to myself
as we turn to the left of the elevators.


Two men are lugging a long, wooden pew down the hall heading
in our direction. We move close to the windows to get out of their way.


After they pass, the attorney takes us to a open stairwell
at the end of the hall that takes us downstairs. No time was spent to stain
these stairs. Down the hall there’s a guard at the front of the metal detectors
by the front entrance who barely glances in our direction. We pass a couple of
closed doors on our right before it opens up to a large waiting area. Each of
the three walls encircling the waiting area has four doors, all of which are
shut. Bryant is among the Seraphim who are patiently waiting on one of the many
benches.


The attorney starts to tell us where to sit, but I stop
listening when a door opens behind her on the far wall. Jake emerges. He looks
like he’s going to church wearing lightly wrinkled khakis and a light blue
polo. He’s even taken the time to comb his hair, parting it on the right side
like his dad. Mom sees him too. “Jake!” she screeches.


Jake smiles across the waiting room at us. 


And it’s only then that I look behind him, back to the door.
For a second, I let it sink in that I still don’t fully recognize my own
father. He’s new to me, still, in this frail state, but at least he’s alive. 


“Catherine,” Dad says in disbelief, his arms opening as if
he could take her in his arms from across the room.


Everyone waiting to be called has turned to watch as my
family reunites. My mom takes off toward me father, nearly diving into him.
Jake’s still headed towards me, but she pulls him into their hug anyways. 


Bryant rises from his bench to fall in step with me as I
pass heading for my family. He’s smiling, and when I glance around, a bit
self-conscious, I notice that the handful of people seated around the waiting
room are too.


“Now this just makes me feel warm inside,” Bryant says as we
stop next to them. 


Mom’s eyes rack over my dad. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop
them,” she begins, but Dad cradles her face in his hands, gently keeping her
from looking anywhere other than at his face. Seeming aware of how sickly he
looks, Dad tells softly, “I’m okay. I’m so, so happy you’re both alright.”


Mom brings her hand up, touching the tips of her pointer and
middle finger to Dad’s mouth. They stare into each other’s eyes. Bryant turns
around when my mother starts to sniffle. He looks around the room at the people
watching making eye contact with each of them as if to say, Mind your business. A couple of them
don’t seem to be able to look away. 


I clear my throat in the loud, annoyed fashion. It’s my
go-to way to break up my parents any time they get overly mushy in my presence.
They finally separate, but their hands are still linked when they part.


The door behind Dad opens again, and a rather short man
leans out. “Evelyn Longston,” he calls into the waiting room. 


A woman stands, straightens her shirt, and then follows the
man inside the room. The door shuts crisply behind her. 


“You got away.” Jake says, moving to stand next to me. He
says it as if it’s no big deal, like I didn’t just escape a densely populated
Rogue complex without so much as a scratch. 


“You okay?” I ask.


It takes him a second to answer. “I told them,” he says,
watching my mom begin to quietly weep in my father’s embrace. I suppose this
means I’m far less likely to be chastised by Dad for running off from
Clairabelle’s. “I told them…everything.” 


I softly pat the top of Jake’s back. Hopefully having told
me first made it easier for him to confide in a detective. 


“I was brought to the Rogue headquarters,” I say quietly,
wanting to draw his attention away from what he must be feeling. “I met the man
running it.”


Jake perks up. “Did you talk to him? How did you get away?”
His face tightens before I have a chance to answer. “Jesus, Taylor, you put a
gun to your head. That was so stupid.”


I check to see if anyone’s still watching us before leaning
in to Jake. “That guy that took me, the smaller one, he’s Cassidy’s brother.”
Jake doesn’t look astonished. I chalk it up to him not knowing Cassidy like I
do. “He brought me to—well, I think to their headquarters. It’s huge.
They’ve got all kinds of machines doing—I don’t even know what.”


I notice his eyes lowering, then realize he’s scouring my
arms. When he catches sight of the translucent band aid, he grabs my arm and
rips it off to reveal the tiny punter mark. 


“That’s nothing,” I say, but his grasp tightens, becoming
borderline painful. 


“Did they inject you with something?” 


“All he did was take a sample of my blood. I watched him. He
talked me through the whole process.”


“Who? Who took your blood?”


“The guy running the place.”


Jake pulls me by the arm to face my parents. Dad breaks away
from my mom to lean down and plant a kiss on my forehead. 


“They took her blood,” Jake whispers to my dad, pointing to
the injection site on my arm.


Dad’s face darkens. Mom comes to my aid. “Rogues have been
collecting blood from Seraphim for a long time.” She looks over at Jake. “They
took your blood didn’t they?””


“Yeah, but—” Jake begins but Dad stops him. 


“I need some air,” he says loud enough that everyone around
can hear. We get another glance or two. “Jake, tell Detective Susan that
Catherine and Taylor took an old man out for some fresh air?”


I can tell Jake doesn’t want to stay behind, but agrees
nonetheless. He joins Bryant and two other guys who have clustered around a
bench, though none of them actually sitting. Must be a power thing. Jake
watches us as we depart.


He directs us to the door on the back right marked with an
exit sign hanging over the door. “We’re going to have to walk around to the
front entrance to get back in,” he tells us as he opens the door for us. The
door opens to a short corridor. Do not enter signs are posted on the doors
lining both sides of the corridor. At the end of the corridor is another guard
sitting on a tall stool beside the door with a lite up exit sign above it. The
door has a metal bar across it. “We know how to get back in,” Dad tells the
guard as he gets up from the stool taking a key out of the chest pocket of his
shirt.


“Good deal,” he says, putting the key in the lock in the
middle of the bar, turning it, and then lifting the bar from the door.


Dad stops in the middle of the manicured lawn that stretches
a good length behind the building before meeting the neighboring lot. He rubs
the flesh between his upper lip and nose as he talks. “The reason Jake is up in
arms about Rogues taking Taylor’s blood is that,” he watches Mom carefully as
he says, “she’s what they have been looking for. By that I mean she’s…” He
tries to find the words.


“More than a Veritatis.” Mom drops her head to look straight
down at the ground.


Dad rests his chin on his hand, letting his fingers curl in
front of his mouth as if in deep thought. “You know?”


Mom digs her hands in her pockets, keeping her chin tucked
to her chest. She looks like she must be cold, but her forehead beads with
sweat. “We don’t need to discuss it in depth,” she tells him. “I know Taylor is
unique.” 


Not knowing what to say, I give her my failsafe response:
“Thanks, Mom.”


“I love you,” she says, taking a hand out of her pocket and
hooking it around my arm to pull me closer to her.


“You too.” I lean into her.


She looks back at the ground and mumbles with her mouth
under her collar, “Is there anything they can really do with just a blood
sample?” when I finally figure out what they are doing.


Without much thought I ask, “Why are you talking like that?”


Mom pulls me to her in an almost hug. She nuzzles her nose
in my hair just above my ear as if I had said something so sweet she that
couldn’t help it. “Anyone could be watching us out here,” she purrs in my ear,
letting my hair hide her lips. “The council has been known to employ
professional lip readers.” She kisses my temple softly before releasing me.


I look between the two of them. “Do I have to talk to the
Supreme Council?”


Dad nods his head adamantly, no longer covering his mouth.
“Yes, you do. They need to know. Emphasize any fear you experienced or abuse
you witnessed. It could help William’s case.” His finger uncurls to cover his
upper lip. “Were you told why your blood was drawn?”


I think for a second, trying out a couple ways to cover my
mouth without looking like I’m trying to do so. By the expressions on my
parents’ faces, they must look as silly as they feel. The best I can come up
with is taking a thick section of hair from my low ponytail and pulling it in
front of my mouth to look like I’m playing with it. It’s an old habit I picked
up when I studied for exams. Running the smooth strands of hair over my lips
while smelling my shampoo helped me focus. 


“I was told that it would prove that I was special.”


“Any specifics on what kind of special?” Dad asks, looking
worried as he peers over at me.


“No,” I say, wondering how many kinds there could be. “He
was going to show me the markers in my blood that were supposed to prove it
once the tests were done, but we left before the machine finished.”


Dad’s looks relieved before Mom adds, “Plenty of people were
still in the buildings when we left. Anyone could have finished the test. We
have to assume that they know.”


I pull another section of hair from my ponytail, tickling my
upper lip with it. “What are they going to know from it that they don’t
already?”


My parents exchange a glance.


“The Supreme Council’s here,” Dad says, looking at Mom as if
to assure her more than me. “They aren’t going to take any of us away.”


She looks up at Dad. “And all the other children out there,
who’s going to protect them?” Her voice carries a hint of anger.


He stares at her a minute. The skin around his eyes tightens
making the creases more visible around them. “We should go inside,” he finally
says. “And you can tell them what you know.”



 


 

“Hello, Taylor. My name is Detective Susan,” the woman tells
me as she walks me into a small, closed in cubicle. She looks to be close to my
mom’s age. She’s dressed decent in a blazer, slacks, and cute ballerina-like
flats, but I can’t help notice that she’s using a rubber band to hold her hair
back. Woman to woman I would normally mention the damage a rubber band can do,
but I doubt she’d care with how unkempt her hair looks. It’s a frizzy mess on
top with hairs falling out on either side and she doesn’t even have it in a
ponytail. It’s like she was pulling it through the last loop and gave up
leaving it half pulled through in a floppy loop. “I’m not a Seraphim,” she
states as if I didn’t know that the second she called me from the waiting area.
“So there may be some follow-up questions once things have been reviewed.” I
nod, sitting down in the first chair I get to in the tiny cubicle. Detective
Susan steps around the small table I’m seated in front of to get to the seat
across from me where a laptop is open and a box of tissue. She pushes the
tissue box to the side to lay the folder down that she’s been carrying.


“To save time, I won’t ask you to write a statement.
Everything that is said once you begin is recorded.” 


Susan turns the laptop allowing me to see the screen and
then taps on the screen to wake it up. A screen pops up. I watch as she types
in my name, Taylor Jameson, and then presses a key that adds in the time and
date. “Now,” she says, pressing the space bar. The “recording” sign appears,
little voice waves rippling to life as a timer ticks the seconds off on the
bottom of the screen. “Start from the beginning. And if you remember any
distinguishable marks on anyone that you encountered while in the
city—tattoos, scars, that sort of thing—no matter how unimportant
you feel it may have been at the time please describe them.”


 “Did you catch
the people who left in the helicopter?” I ask. 


Her mouth tightens into a flat line. “I don’t know anything
about a helicopter. So it’s doubtful.” She adjusts the laptop just a little,
sliding it so that it’s pointed right at me. “Now, from the beginning.”


I tell her about my family’s relationship to Jake and his
parents. She doesn’t stop me to ask me what any of it has to do with being in
the city. I take it as a sign that she isn’t going to rush me, so I touch on my
part in the raid, just for the record. I don’t get much from her though, just a
couple nods, so I pretty much speed through it.


The only part I really describe thoroughly is the state in
which I found my dad when I opened his cell. She looks up at me, and I don’t
realize there are tears coming until I see her reach for the box of tissues.
She averts her eyes as I pause, and then takes one for herself. I shrink back
in my chair some when I finally get to the part about getting taken by Gradney
and Dex, and for a second I think about leaving out the bit with the gun. But
that wouldn’t make any sense and I can’t think of anything better, so I just
put my cards on the table. I’m worried she’ll think I’m unstable, but once I
start talking, it seems like she’s finally listening. She almost seems
impressed. 


Detective Susan remains more alert as I tell her about being
taken to the large complex. She asks a couple of questions about some of the
upper floors I visited, but then she pulls out a couple of papers from the
folder and keeps glancing at them as I’m talking. 


When I bring Cassidy’s name up, the detective seems to have
stopped listening again. She looks like she’s having a rough day so I want to
give her the benefit of the doubt, but I’ve had a pretty bad several months and
I’m still doing what she’s asked. The least she could do is listen. I even
repeat Cassidy’s last name each time I mention her, but Detective Susan just
gives me a blank stare and occasionally wipes her nose with the tissue. I guess
maybe she already knew about Cassidy and Gradney Sipe, but honestly I think she
just really doesn’t care. 


When I get to the part of Sidney being shot in the stomach I
know for sure she isn’t paying attention. I completely skip over what happened
after Kelly shot her while simultaneously failing to mention anything more
about Mase. If she were listening, she would at least catch me on Mase being
there one second and then forgotten the next.


It isn’t until I say something about running into the SWAT
team while trying to get to an exit that she perks up. Once I have her
attention, I immediately regret it.


“Did you just see SWAT or was there other law enforcement
with them?”


I glance down at the table as I recall the men busting out
of the stairwell their guns pointing out of it in all directions, but mostly at
us. “There were regular police and a couple FBI with them.”


“Were any of them injured?”


“Not that I could tell. Bryant, one of the guys with me,
knew Detective Ash and he started talking to him as they were instructing us to
put our weapons down.” I leave out the part where the detectives recognized my
mom. “The offices on either side of us and the SWAT were shut. The blinds on
the office windows were closed too so we didn’t realize that we were surrounded
until the detectives started walking towards us on the other side of the room.
All of a sudden the windows are being shot out and bullets are flying,” I
through my hands up added effect. Susan can’t take her eyes off of me now. “I
mean, I’m pretty sure they were shooting from both sides. I don’t know how they
didn’t shoot the guys in the office across from them, but as everyone scrambled
back I saw the smaller detective and one of the SWAT guys get hit.” Susan is
nodding along slowly. “There was another SWAT guy checking the offices,” I
shrug, “I never saw what happened to him. They got everyone else back in the
stairwell and we doubled back.”


“At any time did you see the people shooting?” Her knuckles
have gone white around the tissue she’s still holding.


“No ma’am.” She relaxes her grip on the tissue, her
shoulders slouching. “But it had to be the Seraphim who worked in the building.
That place was like a fortress. That room that I saw those Dyna getting geared
up in, they were prepared for something like this.” 


She gives me a small shake of her head. “There are a lot of
people living and working those buildings. We need positive ids in order to
bring anyone in front of the council. Did you see any of the officers or the
detectives after that?”


It takes one word, “no,” to see Susan zone out.


The cubicles must be decently soundproofed, because at some
point I can make out crying from another cubicle, but it is really muffled. I
hear vibrations from Susan’s side of the table as I’m getting to the part where
we’ve made it to the other hallway thanks to Baudin and Mick, and the hand
holding a gun is about to pop out from a room and fire blindly in our
direction. Susan squirms as the vibrations continue.


“Hold it right there,” she says, pulling her cellphone out
of her blazer pocket with one hand, pausing the recording screen on the laptop
with the other. 


Her shoulders slump as she looks at the tiny screen. She
drops the phone in her lap as she pulls another tissue from the box still
holding the old one. She looks like she’s about to sneeze as she pinches her
eyes shut pressing the fresh tissue into the end of her nose. She sits like
this for a second. When she opens her eyes, blowing lightly into the tissue
before balling it up like the other one tucked in her palm, she’s looking at
me. Without glancing at the laptop, she turns the recording screen back on.
“I’m going to have to end your statement there.”


I blink at her. “Really?” 


She turns off the recording, and the pointer on the screen
turns into a small loading circle. I was thinking this was going to be me
giving my statement and then having questions to answer afterwards. I’m not
even getting to finish my statement. A few moments more, and the detective
closes the laptop. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience. I know this is a lot, and
what you went through is terrible.” She leans across the small desk. “You were
very fortunate to have gotten out of there okay,” her eyes dart to the tissue
box, but she doesn’t take another one as her voice drops an octave, “but not
everyone did. If you would like to wait I can let my staff know that your
statement isn’t complete. They can get another detective in here to finish
taking your statement as soon as someone becomes available.”


I sit back thinking about her offer for another detective to
come in and finish hearing me out, but what else do I really have to tell them?
I hadn’t thought about what her people must be going through. Even the ones who
have been here taking statements nonstop must be going dealing with their own
emotional issues if they knew the detective I saw who got shot. Even if they
didn’t, anyone with a shred of empathy would be struggling with a compassion
overload. 


“No,” I say quietly, “I think I’m good.”


“If you change your mind, we’ll be here,” she says on her
way to the door. She holds it open for me. 


I walk out to a heavyset woman who’s waiting outside of the
cubicle. She steps out of the way so that I can leave. As Detective Susan walks
out after me the woman stops her. “I needed to know whose family you wanted to
contact first?” she asks her. “I wrote a condolence outline for you to go by.
It covers the basics.” The woman hands Susan a folded sheet of paper.


The muscle on the sides of Susan’s jaw bulge as she glances
at the paper. She unfolds it, reads no more than the first sentence, and then
hands it back. “I’ll figure out who’s first when we get upstairs. I won’t be
needing that.”



 


 

Mom is sniffling hard when she rejoins Dad, Jake, and myself
in the waiting area. I tell them about my statement being cut off and the
detective taking my statement being offered a condolence letter to read from as
I was leaving. Mom thoughts are immediately of Sidney. “Sidney was shot during
our escape,” she tells Dad and Jake. “She wasn’t looking good when we left her.
I need to know how she’s doing.”


“I’ll see what I can find out,” Dad says, stepping away from
our little group.


“Who’s Sidney,” Jake asks as Dad walks over to the nearest
door in the waiting room. He knocks on the door. I don’t have an answer that
doesn’t sound crazy, so I look to Mom for an answer. 


“When I was a child she helped me. She didn’t have to, but she
did and it changed my life,” Mom tells him. The door cracks open and Dad leans
in. We can’t see who he’s talking to but he doesn’t talk for long before
nodding, and then the door shuts.


“Selma will be along shortly,” he says, rejoining us.


Jake looks at all of us. “Who’s Selma?” Mom and I shrug.


“That attorney,” Dad says, giving him a confused look. “You
know Selma. She’s the assistant attorney to Kauffman,” Jake still doesn’t
appear to know who he’s talking about. “William McBride’s attorneys.” 


“Oh, gotcha,” Jake turns, and then stops when we don’t
follow him. “Are we not going to wait for Selma by the stairs?”


“Sure,” Dad says, looking from Jake to Mom and I. “Will’s
attorneys are working out of an office on the second floor.”


The female attorney Mom and I met earlier outside of Uncle
Will’s trial room, Selma, greets us at the bottom of the pretty staircase
behind the main entrance. She gives all of us the same unwavering smile as she
hands Dad keys and a sticky note. “The address to the hospital,” she tells him.
“And the council’s shuttle bus will take you.”


“What’s the shuttle bus for?” Mom asks, looking between
Selma and my dad. “I drove here. We can take my car.” 


Selma’s smile drops. “About that,” she says, suddenly unable
to look my mom in the eyes. She walks around us toward the metal detectors. The
guards wave us through. “Your car came back stolen,” she says as we walk
outside. She stops on the top step and points at the tow truck loading Mom’s
car up on the back of it. “The council is having it brought to the tow truck
lot. The tow truck company will contact the owner. The paperwork is going to
show that it was found abandoned on the side of the interstate. But,” she says,
her smile returning. “The council has been nice enough to allow Seraphim use of
their shuttle-bus. The driver is a professional.” A white shuttle bus is idling
to the right of the front steps.


“But, we drove too though. Why don’t we just take our car?”
Jake asks, looking at my dad. Selma’s smile grows tight. Dad reads her face.
“The council’s insisting we take the shuttle bus, aren’t they?”


“It’s just a safety precaution,” Selma says. “They don’t
want Mrs. Jameson taking off again.” Everyone looks at Mom, but she’s still
watching the tow truck where the flat bed has slid back and tilted down toward
the front of Mom’s car.


“Maybe you should tell them that there’s weapons in the
trunk of the car,” Mom says as the tow truck driver pulls a metal cable that
has a thick metal chain on the end down the flat bed and to the front of the car.


Selma spins around and hurries inside. A guard appears
outside following behind her. “Do you have the keys?” she asks my mom. Mom’s
hand disappears under the bottom of her oversized shirt and reappears with the
keys, handing them to Selma. Selma snatches them from her. “In the trunk,” she
says to the guard, handing him the keys. The guard takes off in a jog toward
the tow truck driver. “Hold it!” he calls. Selma starts after him at a casual
pace. Looking back at us she says, “You can go ahead and go.”


The driver, sitting patiently in the shuttle bus, doesn’t
need the address to hospital. “Been driving there all week,” he says. “You
ain’t the first.” It’s just the four of us in the otherwise-empty shuttle; I
get the window seat. Jake sits silently in the row behind me. Hand in hand, Mom
and Dad take the first row behind the driver. I stare out at the graying sky
for the next fifteen minutes.


 The hospital
isn’t nearly as big as the one Dad and I were in after the raid, but it’s much
more heavily guarded. Their attire doesn’t coordinate like the guards at the
old insurance building. They’re wearing regular street clothes. It’s the clear
coiled cord swirling up the back of their necks, over the top of the ear, and
into their right ear. I’m not sure if they all have them. The first two men I
passed who I felt the Sensaa reaction from I hadn’t noticed their ears. One had
been wearing coveralls and the other was in khaki cargo shorts, so I had
initially assumed they were visitors like us, but based on how they seemed to
intentionally not make eye contact with me and how they were just meandering
about like the others we passed after that, once I’d noticed the earpieces, I’d
bet they were all council security.


“The council has divided their security between watching
over them and making sure the Seraphim here are safe,” Dad tells Mom and me. 


“Better late than never,” I grumble. Mom takes my hand in
hers and gives it a reassuring squeeze.


As we walk through the hospital on our way to the second
floor, there I get the distinct feeling that this place has more security
officers than the White House. 


Mitchell Lanton is waiting outside of Sidney’s room when we
walk up. A guard strolls past us, same clear cord winding up his neck, as we
congregate outside of her door, catching Mitchell’s eye. “He’s still in there,”
Mitchell tells him. The guard nods and keeps going.


“Glad to see you’re still alive,” he says to my mom.


Mom lifts her chin but her eyes are downcast when she
speaks. “Glad to still be alive,” she counters, not apologizing for running out
on him the morning of the raid.


Mitchell nods, as if knowing better than to ask for an
explanation. He tells us that the council is waiting to talk with Kelly. “He’s
in there with Sidney,” he says.


“How long’s he been in there?” Mom asks.


“Better question is ‘When’s the last time he left?’” Mitch
says. “I think a restraining order may be the only thing that will get him out
of her hair.”


“We’re here to see her,” Mom tells him. “She won’t be
alone.” Mom looks over at Mitch who has turned away from us to watch two women
wearing matching green scrubs walk past us. Mom looks to Dad next.


Dad clears his throat to get Mitchell’s attention. “Do you
think you could uh,” he says.


“Oh,” he tucks his head looking embarrassed, “sure. I’ll go
collect him.” Mitchell checks out the two women one last time before walking
into the room.


We follow him inside to find both Kelly and Sidney asleep. 


Kelly has pulled the only chair in the room up to the side
of Sidney’s bed. His face is buried in his arms. Sidney’s hand is resting just
by his nearest elbow. She’s the first one to stir when Mitchell lightly nudges
Kelly’s shoulder.


“There you are,” she says as she blinks awake, noticing Mom
and me first.


Kelly shifts groggily next to her. Sidney runs her hand over
the short hairs that peak out of his scalp, stirring him awake even more. I
can’t help but smile as I watch Kelly wake up. He looks like a little kid,
rubbing his eyes and yawning deeply.


Sidney carefully crosses her hands over her lap as she beams
at Kelly. “I couldn’t have asked for a nicer young man to keep me company.”
Someone who didn’t know the situation would like she was the grandmother
singing the praise of her grandson, and not a gunshot victim praising her
shooter. 


“We’ll see if the council feels the same way after they hear
what I did,” Kelly says.


“None of that,” Sidney insists, almost before he’s finished.
“You’ll be fine.”


“Let’s give them some privacy,” Mitchell tells Kelly. Kelly
looks to Sidney. She nods, giving him a wink as he stands. He rubs his eyes
some more as he and Mitchell head for the door, leaving the four of us standing
around Sidney’s bed. Dad must have some idea who Sidney is since he hasn’t
asked who she is like Jake has, but
he doesn’t get close to her like Mom and I do. She and I move to stand on
either side of her bed. Dad stays by the door with Jake. Both of them appear
like they’re trying not to stare at Sidney, glancing around the room, at Mom
and me, and then just barely looking over Sidney before looking back around the
room. Mom could have already told him about Sidney long before I even knew
anything about her.


“They did a number on that one,” Sidney tells Mom once Kelly
is out of the room. Sidney looks at Jake and my dad, and then past them toward
the door. “Is this all of you?” she asks, seemingly expectant. 


“William’s on trial for the raid. It started this morning,”
Mom says. 


Sidney looks somewhat disappointed. “Oh,” she says, “His
girlfriend finally got him into trouble?”


“You know Cassidy?” I ask. 


“Some. I know she’s trouble, always was.”


She’s not wrong. Cassidy has always scared me a little more
than I’d like to admit.


“It’s not about her. His trial is to examine how he handled
the raid,” Mom tells her.


“He didn’t reach out to the council before initiating the
raid,” Dad says, looking at Mom. “That’s the real reason he’s on trial.” Mom
gives him a weak smile before looking down at Sidney.


Sidney lifts her left hand weakly keeping her right arm
nestled over her stomach. “Have a seat, all of you,” she says, batting at the
air in front of her face as if there was a bug buzzing around her. “You’re
staring at me like a zoo animal.”


I take Kelly’s recently-vacated chair while Mom sits on the
bed opposite me by Sidney’s feet. Jake goes to the window on the far side of
the room leaning against the windowsill as Dad sits down on the stiff little
couch next to him. Jake fiddles with the blinds that are partially closed.
Unable to open them any further, he soon gives up. Dad grabs the remote for the
tiny television mounted on the wall, and hands it to Jake. Jake flips through
the channels. He stops on a play-by-play of a boxing match from last night.


Sidney pauses for a minute, her left hand now fiddling with
the sheets. Finally, she asks, “Have any of you had any dealings with the
Supreme Council before?”


Everyone glances around, but no—it’s the first time
for us all. 


“I’ve always heard that their headquarters is fairly nearby,
but it’s supposed to be a secret,” Mom says.


“It is,” Sidney agrees, “but back when Aurora was still a
functioning community, we never needed them to step in.”


“We?” I ask. From what I’ve seen of her past, she’s always
stayed away from Seraphim, and for good reason.


She flattens a crinkle in the sheets with her fingertips,
taking her time. “My husband and I lived in Aurora, a long time ago.”


“Is that the man…” my voice fades. I don’t know what I’m
allowed to say in front of Dad and Jake about the man she’s shown me, the one
in the body bag.


“You don’t have to talk about it,” Mom says to Sidney, aware
of my hesitation.


“I want to,” Sidney says. “When you’re able to see the end
creeping in your direction, you tend to reflect,” she chuckles. “In my case,
it’s barreling towards me like a freight train.”


A voice from the doorway catches us off guard. “I hope that
doctor I’m paying for didn’t give you that prognosis.”


Mom and Sidney perk up. “William!” Mom shrills.


“There he is,”
Sidney beams.


Dad stands to greet him. “Did you break out?” 


Jake and I stay where we are. I’m worried, like I had been
with my dad, that Uncle Will is going to chastise me for running off from
Clairabelle’s.


Uncle Will looks behind him at the door. “I have people with
me, and in case they don’t do their job,” he lifts the leg of his slacks up, “I
have this.” He shows us a bulky tracking device strapped around his ankle.


“I’m happy you’re here,” Sidney tells him. “And that doctor
you’re paying for hasn’t told me anything, but the nurse said I’m stable. And
Kelly told me that they plan on running some tests on me tomorrow.”


“I’d feel better if someone actually told you that,” Uncle Will tells her. 


Dad heads for the door, “I’ll go hunt down a doctor.”


“I’ll come with you,” Jake says, jumping up. 


Sidney rests her head on her pillow, shutting her eyes. Mom
moves closer to her. “Are you feeling alright?”


She opens her eyes just a bit. “Whatever they have me on
works wonders for the pain.” Sidney absentmindedly runs her left hand under her
right arm that hasn’t moved from her abdomen. Where the bed sheets stop at her
waist I can make out the edges of the heavily wrapped area her arm is covering.
It bulges slightly from under her new hospital gown. “I wish I could have been
there when you two were growing up,” she says into her lap. 


“Sid, you gave us our lives in Aurora,” Mom says softly.


 “Clairabelle was
the one who brought you to Aurora,” Sidney clarifies.


Uncle Will walks around Mom to get closer to Sidney. “We
knew it was your doing,” he says gently. “Catherine told me that you were
sending someone to take us somewhere safe.” He leans in to kiss her cheek.
“Thank you,” he whispers to her cheek.


 “My sweet boy,”
Sidney coos. “I just wish I’d gotten you out of there sooner.”


Mom scurries off to the bathroom. “Excuse me a moment,” she
spouts before shutting the bathroom door. The sound of weeping that follows
from inside the bathroom is hard to ignore. Uncle Will examines the wall behind
Sidney’s bed as he says to me, “Things were bad for us as kids.”


I nod my head in understanding. “Until Aurora.”


“Until Aurora.”


When Mom emerges from the bathroom, her smile is forced.
“So,” she says, looking over Uncle Will, “are they forcing you to wear an ankle
monitor because of me?”


“It could be,” he says, stepping back from Sidney’s bed to
face my mom. “Or,” he says as Mom’s smile wavers, “it could have to do with
Kaufman, my attorney, begging the council to let me be with my family since my
niece was found, my sister reappeared after being missing for months, and
Sidney was shot after being held against her will for I don’t know how long,”
he says, pointing at each of us.


Sidney brings her hand to her chest giving him big eyes.
“You told them I was your family?”


Mom doesn’t give him time to answer. “Did the council say
anything about shutting down The Movement’s activity in Baton Rouge?” Uncle
Will shakes his head. “That place is huge. They’re working, training, and
housing their people there, and that’s just what I saw. I can’t imagine what
all they have going on in there. The labs were high tech.”


“You saw the labs?” Uncle Will asks, stepping closer to her.


“I all but lived in those labs,” Sidney says quietly. Uncle
Will looks between Sidney and my mom.


“You have to tell them,” he tells them both.


“I did,” Mom says. Sidney stays quiet. “I even swiped some
of the vials they were making in the lab I found Sidney in.”


“I didn’t see them making anything,” I say, trying to think
back to something I missed but nothing comes to mind.


“It’s what they give people,” Sidney says, looking down at
the arm covering her stomach. “I watched them giving it to some of the
prisoners under the school. It’s like it ate them up from the inside out. There
were some older Dyna students they were injecting too, but it couldn’t have
been the same stuff because it…”


“It made them reach their full potential,” I finish for her.



Her eyes flicker over at me. “How did you —”


“Jake mentioned it when he was telling about his time in the
basement. He’d seen a guy get really big, really fast while he was still down
there.”


Uncle Will is shaking his head in amazement. “The council
needs to know all of this.”


“I gave the council a vial,” Mom says, taking her seat back
on the edge of Sidney’s bed.


Sidney’s mouth drops open. “You just gave it to them? They
might be the council but we don’t know if we can trust them.”


Mom gives her a sly smile. “I said I gave them a vial, not all of them.”


Uncle Will is frowning at both of them. “We have to trust
the council. Kaufman’s informed me of the formalities detectives ran into once
they saw you going into the building,” he says to my mom. “Legally they
couldn’t access any of the upper floors without consent. The warrants they
managed to get before going in only encompassed ground level up to the third
floor, which was all being used as some workout club which detectives suspect
was a money laundering operation.


The only reason they made it as far as they did was because
they got a break when they were stopped by a couple of Dynamar wanting to
inspect their warrants. It just so happened that one of the detectives
recognized one of the men from footage of the raid and was wanted for
questioning. When detectives attempted to detain him, he was nice enough to run
from them. A wanted man running from the police gave them reason to chase him
higher up in the building, but that only took them so far. Around that time the
higher levels began being locked down quicker than they could get to them. The
wanted Dyna was captured easily once he got locked out. 


They’re at a dead lock now. The whole place is still locked
down. They haven’t been able to get to any of the higher levels since. The
council is our best chance of getting in there and finding out what they’re
hiding.”


Our best chance,
he says, like he’s part of the team of detectives now and not the man facing
the wrath of the council for what occurred during the raid.


Mom glances over at me before turning back to Uncle Will,
“So there’s still people working in those laboratories?” Mom asks. 


Uncle Will shrugs. “I don’t see why they wouldn’t. They
could be disposing of the labs’ contents as we speak.” I slump in my chair.
“Why?” he asks, watching Sidney offer me her hand to hold. “Did they give you
anything?”


“They were testing her blood,” Mom tells him. 


Uncle Will still isn’t satisfied. “So, no special drinks or
food that didn’t taste right?”


“Not that I can think of. I ate the same food that the
Rogues living there were eating.” I tug at my shirt, suddenly uncomfortable. 


Mom perks up. “What are you thinking?” she asks him. “Should
she be seen by a doctor?”


He examines the wall again, mulling it over before
answering. “She would know if they were drugging her. One or two doses
shouldn’t have any long term effects.”


“That you know of,” Sidney adds. 


Mom gets up from the bed walking past Uncle Will to pace
below the television. 


“Don’t freak out,” Uncle Will tells her, shooting Sidney a
look of annoyance.


Mom rubs the back of her neck. She inhales deeply and tilts
her head back to face the ceiling. Her hand flies to her mouth; I’m about to
ask if she’s feeling okay when she takes off for the bathroom again. 


This is all my fault. If I would have simply stayed at The
Southern Academy the day of the raid then none of this would have happened. 


Sidney pats my arm, watching me closely. Her head slumps
back against her pillow but she still looks alert. She gives me a warm smile
squeezing my arm lightly. I don’t have to be in her head to know that she’s
just happy we’re all here with her.


“How’re you doing?” I ask. 


“Good. If Karen were here, it would be the perfect ending to
my day.”


“She’s at The Southern Academy,” I tell her. 


“I know,” she says matter-of-factly.


I hear Dad coming down the hall before he gets to the room.
He holds the door for a doctor, awkwardly gesturing her through the doorway.
Jake follows her in, and Dad lets the door swing shut. Uncle Will greets her,
offering her his hand to shake. “Thank you for taking such good care of her.”


“You’re very kind, but we’re just doing our job. We still
have a lot of unanswered questions,” she says, shaking his hand. Mom walks out
of the bathroom drying her hands on some napkins from the bathroom dispenser.


“I told you,” Sidney croaks, “it’s cancer.” 


I scoot my chair closer to Sidney’s bedside, hoping to hear
as much as possible before one of them kicks me out. “And I thank you for
letting us know, but without any further information it isn’t much to go on.”
She pauses to look at Sidney expectantly, who just stares back at her. “The
tests,” she says to Uncle Will, “I’ve called for should, at the very least,
start telling us what it’s not.”


There’s a light tap on the door. From my seat, I peer
between Jake and the doctor. A man in a suit makes eye contact with Uncle Will
as he taps on his watch. He steps back, still looking uncomfortably into the
room.


“Kauffman is telling me that we have to get back,” Uncle
Will says, leaning across Sidney’s bed to kiss her on the forehead. She
whispers something to him as he’s turning away, and he pauses. His face darkens
a moment before he leans back down, giving her another peck, this time on her
cheek. “Thanks,” he says softly. 


Mom talks to Jake while Dad and the doctor have a hushed
discussion at the end of Sidney’s bed. As I watch, I try to separate myself,
just taking in the moment. I etch their faces into my memory. 


Uncle Will tugs on Mom’s ear as he walks past her to the
door. Mom swats his hand away with an eye roll that looks familiar. “I’ll see
you guys later,” he says to the room.


 His attorney
stops him as he walks out the door. He takes a manila folder from his briefcase
and offers it to my uncle. There’s black lettering on the tab too small and too
far for me to read. A nurse hurries past them into the room. “Excuse me,
doctor? We need you in room 311.”


“I’ll be back,” the doctor barely gets out as she follows
the nurse out. 


Before long, Uncle Will pops his head in the door. “Darrell,
would you join us a minute?” 


Kauffman ducks off as Dad exits the room. Uncle Will uses
the folder Kauffman gave him to wave my dad away from the doorway and out of my
sight. “What’s the food like here?” Jake asks Sidney. He used to always be
thinking about his next meal back when he was still in high school and playing
basketball every day.


Sidney’s expression turns bleak. “They haven’t fed me yet. I
need an empty stomach for the first test that doctor is having me do. But, I
can tell you now it’s not going to be any good.” She glances around at the
three of us, the corner of her lips curling. “Feel free to sneak me snacks.”


Mom chuckles, “I can bring you a cheeseburger and fries if
you want.”


I stop listening when Dad reappears just outside of the door
holding the manila folder with black writing. He’s alone, but he doesn’t hurry
in. He stands outside of the door thumbs through the folder quickly, glancing
at its contents before flipping it shut. He catches me staring at him as he
steps back inside the room. He gives me a strained smile. Nothing to see here, his expression says. He goes to stand by Mom,
tucking the folder under his arm. “If we’re talking food,” he says, hearing
Jake and Mom spitting out restaurant options in the area, “I suggest the
Dominos we passed down the street.”



 


 

The security guards hold the doors to the courtroom open as
everyone from inside empties out. Finally. For a second, I wonder if I
should’ve just watched Uncle Will’s trial after all. Mom and Dad had warned me
that it would be boring, but surely it couldn’t be as boring as sitting outside
for four hours. 


We hadn’t had time to get Sidney anything good to eat before
the nurses came in to take her for her first round of testing. On her request
for us to be there for Uncle Will, we left.


I’m sure my parents had expected me to hang out with Jake
while the afternoon portion of the trial took place, but he was called
downstairs by detectives pretty early on, leaving me to stroll about aimlessly.
There were attorneys, detectives, and other Seraphim coming and going from the
second floor but most were chattering about the compound found in Baton Rouge.
Some of the attorneys were talking about their clients related to the raid. A
couple of older men dressed in suits were grumbling, “They won’t say a word.
The ones that are speaking, keep repeating their names every time a detective
asks them a question.” “I heard it was the same thing when the council tried
talking to them.”


I push inside the courtroom after waiting for a while
longer, moving against the tide of bodies. Mom, Dad, and Uncle Will are still
at the front of the courtroom gathered around one of the small tables. Kauffman
clears away his last few papers, snapping the briefcase shut. 


Dad spots me before I make it down the aisle, and nudges
Mom. “How’s it going?” I ask.


Mom pulls me into a one-armed hug, kissing the top of my
head.


“It’s done,” Dad says, looking relieved. Kauffman turns from
the defense table and looks past my parents and me giving a nod at someone
behind us. I look to see Mitchell careening down the aisle behind me. Dad sees
him too. “First and last day of the McBride trial,” he tells Mitchell when he
stops behind us.


“I have a great defense team,” Uncle Will exclaims.


Kauffman grins, “It helps when your client hasn’t committed
a crime.”


“I knew it!” I say, nearly jumping in place. “See, Mom, I
told you it would be fine.”


Mom raises her eyebrows at me. “He didn’t totally get off
scot-free. They’re still stripping him of his title as Dean of The Southern
Academy.” I glance around interested to see if anyone thinks this is a big
deal. From how Mom talked about the supreme council liking to make examples of
Seraphim, I was thinking he’d end up behind bars. Dad’s looking sad, but
Mitchell isn’t paying attention. He’s looking at Kelly who’s standing outside
of the courtroom peering in. Kelly grins when Mitchell gives him a thumb up. He
must not think it’s that big of a deal either.


I give Uncle Will a once-over. He doesn’t let on if he’s
upset with the decision. He’s checking out the long table lining the wall
several feet in front of the defense table. All of the chairs behind the table
are empty; a single wooden door is shut behind it. It must be where the council
sits. The door behind the table must be why I didn’t see a group of Seraphim
surrounded council by bodyguards leave the courtroom.


“I didn’t want to be in charge of that school to begin with.
Hopefully they’ll put in someone who can take care of our kids—but
really, they lightened my workload. Have any of you eaten yet? Kauffman
mentioned a great seafood place.” Most of us nod— I guess everyone has
been too busy to eat.


“I recommend the catfish special,” Uncle Will’s attorney
adds.


“Join us,” Uncle Will asks him. “My treat.” 


“I would, but my team could use the extra help getting
prepared for tomorrow.” 


Uncle Will’s brow raises. “That’s rather fast.”


The attorney gives a shrug and a small smile. “That’s the
new Supreme Council for you.”











Chapter 19




I can smell the crawfish boil as soon as I step off of the
shuttle bus in the restaurant parking lot. The restaurant isn’t too busy this
early in the evening, but Uncle Will still asks for a table in the back.


The food bar we passed on the way to our table has
everything fried you can think of except oysters and frog legs, which are both
available on the menu as part of the seafood platter.


Kelly’s grandmother was expecting his phone call, so
Mitchell and him decided just to pick up fast food on their way back to the
hotel.


Over our early dinner, Uncle Will informs us that some
members of his faculty are to stand trial next. “The council chose to only put
the team leaders from the raid on trial,” Uncle Will says quietly, taking apart
his wrapped utensils. He takes the butter knife and drags the edge along the
inner side of his left thumb. “And, since most of them didn’t survive it
shouldn’t take them long.” He presses harder on his thumb, the skin blanching,
but he’s still nowhere close to breaking the skin. 


Mom is sitting beside him with Dad on the other side of her.
She rubs her hand back and forth over his shoulders until he lays the butter
knife down. “It’s going to be okay,” she says gently.


“Yeah well, if everything stays on track, preliminary
hearings will begin next week for the Rogues we captured who were seen shooting
at students. Thanks to the footage from my team leaders’ body cameras, most of
them won’t be able to talk their way out of what they did.”


 Mom’s eyes
widen. She’s impressed. “Your people have recorded the raid?”


Jake hasn’t been very talkative since we collected him from
detectives. On the ride to the restaurant, he told me that they had him
identifying Rogues who worked in the basement while he was being held down
there. I don’t ask him if he was able to identify the Rogues who made him hunt
down Mr. Thomas and the others, but I hope he was able to kill two birds with
one stone.


My etouffee was fishier than I’d like. When dessert is
offered after everyone is nearly finished, Jake and I agree to split a
chocolate pie. When the oversized slice arrives, Mom sneaks in a couple of
bites as Dad and Uncle Will go to the register to pay.



 


 

When we return to the council building after lunch, we are
advised by a security guard to stay put when my parents start discussing
logistics of where we go from here. It’s not like we were about to head back to
our old home after it had been defiled by Rogues. New Orleans would have been
our only option, and isn’t that far away but none of us were going to tell the
security guard that.


Since we would be staying put, the council offered free
rooms at the hotel they have Seraphim staying in. We obliged them. “Being close
to the council means we will also be well guarded,” Dad said, after the guard
left us to notify the council.


We decide to stop by the hospital one more time to tell
Sidney goodnight before visiting hours are over. Already knowing how she feels
about the hospital food, we pop by the vending machines before heading
upstairs. 


She’s asleep sitting up in her bed when we walk in. “Should
we wake her?” Dad asks Mom as they walk into the hospital room ahead of Jake
and I.


Behind me, Uncle Will keeps the door open to the hallway
looking out at the nurse making her rounds with the medicine cart. “We won’t be
able to wake her up if they’ve already given her pain medicine for the night.”


Sidney stirs. “It’s not pain medicine,” she mumbles, lazily
opening her eyes. “I’m just old.” She smiles. “I’m almost to the age of falling
asleep midsentence.”


“We just wanted to stop by before it got too late to let you
know that we’re staying in the area,” Mom tells her, moving to stand next to
the left side of the bed. Dad is on her heels, keeping a hand on the lower part
of her back as if they’re attached. “We’re not sure how long though. The
council has told us not to leave just yet.” Sidney looks between Mom and Uncle
Will, who has shut the hospital room door. I follow Jake to the couch, sitting
down beside him as Uncle Will goes to stand on the other side of Sidney’s bed.
I hand the television remote to Jake who gladly changes it off of the weather
channel.


“Are you not worried?” Sidney asks.


Mom glances at Dad and Uncle Will. “Not really.” Mom reaches
behind her back to take Dad’s hand in hers. “I answered all of the detective’s
questions, and I gave a statement about what happened in Baton Rouge.” Jake,
unable to find anything he’s happy with, hands the remote back over to me. I
put it back on the weather channel.


Dad nods, “Yeah, and the council has a bunch of Seraphim
staying in town for the time being so it’s not like it’s just us.”


Sidney pushes her bed sheet farther away from her stomach,
resting both hands over the bandage bulging under her robe. “And you,” she
says, looking at my uncle. “How is your trial going?”


Uncle Will’s back is to me on the couch, but the enthusiasm
in his voice tells me he’s smiling. “It’s over. They determined that my actions
were founded, but,” his head wobbles side to side slightly as his voice loses
its enthusiasm, “I’m no longer dean of The Southern Academy.” Sidney gives him
a sympathetic frown. “It’s just the title I’ve lost for now. I’ll still be
doing the same stuff until a suitable replacement is found. After that, I’ll
just be a regular old administrator.” Uncle Will shrugs. “That’s all I wanted
in the first place.”


“Well,” Sidney says, lightly rubbing her hands over her
bandage, “they never should have put you on trial if you ask me, but it could
have turned out worse. I haven’t been told anything about the tests they ran on
me besides that the EKG was normal, but I’ll see the doctor in the morning.”


We leave Sidney with candy bars and snack-sized chips
stashed in the top drawer of her nightstand.



 


 

The three star hotel is as well guarded as the hospital was.
As I fold up on a hard lobby sofa and wait for Mom and Dad to check all of us
in, I glance around. Attached to the lobby is a small restaurant. The sounds of
glass clinking and people chatting and laughing flowing into the lobby from the
restaurant could put me to sleep. Uncle Will accompanies Jake to scout out the
ground floor, which doesn’t seem to contain all that much beyond an outdoor
pool and a small counter with a sign displaying the early-morning hours for
continental breakfast. Not wanting to pass out, I decide to follow after them,
making sure that Mom sees me head off with them.


“John’s meeting them between here and New Orleans,” Uncle
Will is saying to Jake as I walk up. They both turn to see who’s walking up
behind them. Seeing me, their pace slows so that I can catch up. “I was just
letting Jake know that John is picking up your clothes from…” a door opens
ahead of us and a man walks out holding the door open for a woman who steps out
a moment later. The woman stops just outside of the door. She watches us as we
walk up. The man double-checks his pockets before allowing the hotel room door
to shut. To a normal person, this probably would probably seem normal, but
their chiseled physiques that even their relaxed attire doesn’t totally
camouflage tells me who they really are. Uncle Will confirms my suspicions.
“Council security,” he mumbles to us after we’ve passed them, the man and woman
heading in the opposite direction down the hall.


Jake leans in toward me. “John’s getting our stuff from
Clairabelle since we weren’t prepared to stay overnight, nor did we guess that
you’d magically show up with Aunt Catherine.”


I smirk at him. “Awesome. Does that mean you’re going to put
on fresh underwear for the council tomorrow?” 


Uncle Will snaps his head in Jake’s direction. “You don’t
change your underwear?”


My smirk deepens as Jake frowns at me. When we were kids
Aunt Beth would complain to my mom about having to sneak into the bathroom
while Jake was bathing so that she could exchange his dirty underwear for a
clean pair. If not, he had no problem going weeks wearing the same boxers.


“That was a phase I grew out of a long time ago, Taylor.” My
name comes out of his mouth like it’s a dirty word. Uncle Will and I can’t help
but to chuckle at his expense.


After a good a twenty minutes of sitting around the pool,
Uncle Will gets the call from my dad. “They’re in room 355.” 


We head to the elevators, but a pleasant-looking woman sits
in front of the control panel. “Sorry, folks, out of order,” she says. She’s
dressed in the same shirt and pants as the check-in staff, but I can feel from
the familiar Sensaa tug inside me that she’s a Seraphim. “If you’ll just head
to the lobby entrance, you’ll we have a functional set over there.” 


We head off in the direction she’s pointing, back towards
where we came.


“Did you get the feeling—” I start.


“Council only uses Seraphim for their security, that’s my
bet,” says Uncle Will. 


Sure enough, Dad hands us the apology letter as soon as we
step inside room 355 that he and Mom received while checking in. The paper
states that the hotel is expecting the elevator to be out of service for the
duration of our stay. Uncle Will gives Jake and I, standing on either side of
him, ample time to read the letter before he hands it back saying, “The council
must be utilizing the hotel elevators the same way they’ve taken possession of
the top floors of the building the detectives and them are working out of.”


Mom has had her back to us, leaning over the double bed
farthest from the door. “Is that our bags?” I ask, moving around the guys to
better see what she’s unzipping.


Dad smiles. “Sure is,” he says, stepping out of the way. Mom
turns around with my beat-up bag in her hands.


Uncle Will and Jake split off to unpack and relax once Dad
gives them their room keys. I unzip my bag. The smell of Clairabelle’s fresh
cotton detergent greets me. “You want to try the restaurant downstairs?” Mom
asks as I pull out the folded clothes Clairabelle must have been nice enough to
not only wash but also sort and fold for me. “Sure.”


Dad pulls his wallet out of his back pocket. “Here,” he
says, handing Mom some cash. “I’m gonna jump in the shower.” He doesn’t say it,
but I can tell by the darkening under his eyes that he must be exhausted. 


With most of the Seraphim in the area staying at the hotel,
it isn’t a surprise when one of the female lawyers I’ve seen bustling around
the council building enters the lobby of the hotel as we are heading for the
restaurant. It does catch us off guard when we hear her ask the front desk,
“Has Catherine McBride checked in?” 


The lady behind the counter checks her computer. “Yes, she…”
she stops midsentence when she notices my mom and me. “That’s her,” she says,
pointing the lawyer in our direction winning her a death-ray glare from my mom.



The attorney walks over to us. “Are you Catherine McBride?”
Mom nods. The lawyer sticks an envelope in Mom’s face. Mom takes it and then
with no explanation the woman turns and trots out of the hotel. 


The envelope, addressed to Mom, has a single sheet inside of
it. I can see the Supreme Council letterhead as she opens it and reads it
silently; not able to wait any longer, I crane my neck to read over her
shoulder, and she obligingly tilts the paper. It’s requesting, in a demanding
sort of way, that she be present tomorrow morning for an amendment to Uncle
Will’s sentencing. 


We don’t discuss the letter as we order. “The chicken
marsala sounds good,” I say, scanning the menu. I have no idea if it’s even
technically legal to amend the sentencing. Mom stays quiet; she must be worried
too. I nudge Mom’s arm with my elbow when I see Dad coming. “Look who made it.”


“You look nice,” Mom says as he walks up. 


“Thanks,” he says, rubbing his hands over his chest. “Jake
should be down soon. He said he was changing when I called his room.” I snicker
thinking of Jake changing his clothes because of me picking on him. Dad looks
at me and I fake cough to cover my amusement.


“Did you tell Will we were down here?” Mom asks. 


Dad takes a step back. “No, but I can —,”


I hop up from my seat. “I’ll go. I’ll get the front desk to
call him for me.” I leave without them agreeing. Mom needs to show him the
letter from the council and having Dad call Uncle Will’s hotel room will just
prolong that.


Uncle Will joins us shortly after I’ve sat back down at the
table. The waitress is a step behind him with drinks. Uncle Will looks at the
drink placed in front of him. “I ordered you a tea with no lemon,” Mom says,
taking a packet of sugar from the container full of sweeteners sitting on the
table. A sprite is placed in front of Jake’s empty seat.


“You remembered what I drink,” he says, tipping his head in
approval. 


“Of course,” Mom grins. She doesn’t taste it before dumping
the sugar into her already sweet tea, she rarely does. “We’re waiting on one
more,” she tells the waitress. We only have three menus, but Mom doesn’t point
that out. She slides Uncle Will the letter once the waitress has moved on to
her other tables. He reads over it slowly—it seems like he takes it in
more than once. 


“There’s no telling,” he says as we both watch him expectantly.
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” he adds, looking at my mom. 


I’m impressed by how unaffected he seems from the news. “Can
I look at the menu when someone’s through?” he asks. Silently, Mom passes hers
over. Jake arrives, looking tired. I give him my menu. 


When our food arrives, Mom picks at her steak salad,
drinking more of her tea than actually eating anything. Dad lays his hand on
Mom’s arm. “How do you do it?” he asks when she looks up at him from her salad.


She isn’t following. “Do what?”


“How are you always the most beautiful woman in the room?”
Everyone at the table lights up a little as Mom rolls her eyes at him. He’s the
only one who can ever really help when she gets like this.


As Jake starts asking Uncle Will about The Southern Academy,
I can’t help but notice Mom glancing as Dad when she thinks he isn’t looking. I
was shocked too when I first saw him after he’d been kidnapped. I had thought
he was a corpse when I saw him laid out on that metal table in the basement.
The last my mom saw of him, he was muscular, bright-eyed, and had a little bit
of a belly that he would suck in anytime she joked about it. He’s gaunt now
resembling Sidney more than the strong, unbeatable Dynamar he’s been his whole
life.


There are no complaints about the food, but no one
entertains the idea of dessert when the waitress asks. 


Mom jumps in the shower as soon as we get to our room. Dad
goes to the top drawer of the dresser as I kick my shoes off and lay across the
double size bed near the bathroom. He takes out the folder with black writing
on the tab that Uncle Will gave him. “What’s that?” I ask as he walks past the
bed I’m laying on. 


He looks down at the folder. “It’s something for Jake,” he
mumbles, going to the bathroom door. He cracks the door open and sticks his
head in. “I’m going to Jake’s room,” he tells her. I hear the curtain to the
shower pull back. “Alright. You sure you don’t want me to come with you?” I
grab the television remote from the nightstand between the beds. He steps
farther into the bathroom. “I think the fewer the better, don’t you?” 


I flip on the tv, find entertainment tonight, and then toss
the remote back on the nightstand. Dad reemerges from the bathroom. “Love you,”
he says to me over his shoulder. He’s out the door quick. “Love you too,” I
reply as the door latches shut.


When I finish my shower afterwards, Mom is sitting in the
middle of her bed silently waiting for me, the television is turned off. When I
join her, she smiles at me reaching behind herself and retrieves one of the unwrapped
presents I never got to open from my birthday. 


It’s wrapping paper is badly battered, and all of its
corners are torn. She must’ve gotten it from my bag. It makes me feel good,
seeing Mom look so happy to give me my birthday present like she has every year
since I can remember.


“I opened the other book,” I tell her, feeling a bit guilty
to admit it. “I haven’t read a lot of it yet.”


“I’m not worried about the book. This is the one I wanted to
watch you open.”


“This one?”


“Well, I was pretty heartbroken when I noticed that your
father had taken your birthday presents with him on the hunting trip.” 


She had been sick that last weekend of deer season. It ended
up being only Dad, Jake, and I for the weekend trip. We had returned a day
early, on my birthday, and it had been the day that Rogues decided to show up
at Jake’s house. 


“When you didn’t say anything about them to me in the car
after your father had been…” she trails off. She pinches her eyes shut for a
second and then opens them. “I knew you must not have gotten to open them
before ya’ll left the lease. Now,” she says, inching closer to me, “I can watch
you open it.”


I tear open the paper along one seam, forcing myself to act
excited. Beneath the wrapping paper is a thin box. I turn it in my hands,
popping the tape sealing the sides. There could still be a book inside of the
box, but it would have to be much smaller than I had pictured. 


It’s a picture of an ultrasound.


I don’t know what to say at first. I’m shocked. I’m a
complete idiot for not having figured it out. She had started getting sick
months ago at the time of our last hunting trip, she’s wearing oversized shirts
that are perfect to hide a growing belly, and crying at the drop of a hat. On
the back of the frame is a hand-written note: “Congratulations on no longer
being an only child! Love Mom and Dad. 


I let out a squeal as I pull Mom into a bear hug. We squeeze
each other as I bounce against the hotel bed. When we pull apart, my hands go
straight to her belly.


“How far along are you?” I ask, moving my hands all around
her stomach. It’s not very noticeable, but if she wore clothes that clung to
her midsection, it would be obvious.


“About 6 months.”


My hand stops when I think I’ve felt movement. “You’re not
very big,” I tell her. 


“It’ll come,” she assures me, taking my hand and pressing it
harder into the side of her belly.


“Are you sure you’re eating enough—” the baby pushes
back, hard, and I gasp. “Is it a boy or a girl?”


 “We were
thinking about letting it be a surprise.”


I move in front of her for better access to her baby belly.
“Yeah, like they did in the old days.” Mom laughs, and her entire belly
bounces. “We should have waited for Dad.”


“He knew that I was giving it to you once we got up here.”
Mom takes my hands from her belly, looking me in the eye. “He got some
information today from your uncle…” she trails off. She must be talking about
the folder Dad took with him. She clears her throat. “We found out what
happened to the Angelos,” she says, no longer meeting my gaze. 


“Jake knew that the odds weren’t good,” I say, trying to
sound strong. Mom rubs my arm to comfort me, but it’s more aggravating than
anything. She needs to spit it out. I brush her hand away. “Just tell me.”


“They didn’t make it,” she says softly, but her words still
pack a punch.


 Today has been
far too much. I don’t even know where to begin. Jake’s parents were as much a
part of my family as Jake is. 


“What happened to them?” I ask.


I know that she doesn’t want to tell me, but I don’t care. I
have to know how much to hate the Rogues who took my Aunt Beth and Uncle Chuck.
“Tell me what you know,” I insist.


“Not a lot,” she admits. “Someone working in the underground
complex was keeping records of Seraphim who were brought down there.” I already
know all of this. I watched Lena wildly grabbing everything she could out of
filing cabinets in one of the basement’s offices once she was freed. I thought
she was crazy to grab for papers when we were fighting for our lives; I’m still
pretty sure she was. “What William’s people found was that Charles died shortly
after he was brought to the basement. The Rogue organization had a vendetta
against him. Before he and Beth left, Aurora he had been a leader of sorts
within the movement.” That’s what Rogues called themselves: the movement. “When Charles left, he
turned some damning information over to Aurora’s remaining council members.”


“How did he die?”


Mom’s voice is almost a whisper. “They beat him. They took a
picture of him after.” Probably to show other members of what happens if you go
against their cause. “William said that he was unrecognizable.”


“When?” I ask. “When did he tell you this?”


“He pulled me to the side at the council building after
visiting Sidney.”


I shake my head angrily. Jake already blames himself for so
much that happened after he was taken. This is going to break him. “What about
Aunt Beth? Did she work for the movement?”


“They actually met at a gathering put together by the
movement, but Beth was too much of a pacifist to become a member. It’s probably
because of that they granted her some mercy. They needed Jake to cooperate too;
if Jake had given them any trouble than I’m sure she would have been what they
used to keep him in line.”


“So what happened?” 


“They listed her death as an overdose of pain medication. I
don’t know if that’s true…but it’s the gentlest way that an enemy of the Rogue
organization could ever hope to go.”


I don’t know what to say. I want someone to argue with. “Why
would they even give her pain meds?”


“Your father believes that once Beth was deemed no longer
useful she was given the choice to starve, or…” Mom waves her hand in the air.
I understand. 



 


 

I’m falling asleep, curled up to Mom, when Dad makes it back
to the room. Mom gets up quietly. She’s careful not to move me too much as she
pulls the sheets back. She goes to the bathroom, where Dad has turned the sink
on. When he turns the water off, I can hear her ask him how it went. 


I open my eyes just a bit, listening to their hushed
conversation. “He took it as well as I could have hoped. I was planning on
sleeping on the spare bed in his room so he wouldn’t be by himself, but Jake
told me that he wanted to be left alone.” Dad pauses. I imagine him shaking his
head in sorrow for both the loss of his close friends and for Jake. “He kept
the picture of Beth,” Dad says softly. “At least she looked peaceful.”


Dad’s heavy footsteps walk out of the bathroom. I shut my
eyes before they can make it to the bed. I sneak a peek when I hear the dresser
open. He grabs something from the second drawer and then returns to the
bathroom. His electric toothbrush clicks on. 


I don’t hear Mom when she leaves the bathroom. Her hand
falls on my shoulder, and I jump.


“Sorry to wake you,” she whispers. “Dad’s back.”


“Mhm,” I say sleepily.


“I didn’t want you waking up and worrying that I wasn’t in
bed with you.”


“You can share a bed with Dad, Mom. I can sleep by myself.”


“You used to not be able to fall asleep unless I was with
you,” she reminds me. Mom used to have a photo framed on her nightstand of me
and her asleep when I was little. My arm was slung across her face so that all
you could see was her partially-open mouth and my leg propped on her stomach.


I pull the bed-sheet higher over my shoulder, beginning to
feel cold without the heat of Mom’s body against me. “I was, like, two.”


“And after you started sleeping in your own bed, I could
always tell when you were anxious about something because you would sleepwalk
into our room.”


Not this again. She and Dad always teased me for it until
around middle school, when I started storming off every time one of my parents
brought it up. “I’ll sleep just fine.” I don’t say it, but I’m glad they’re in
the room with me. I feel another low pang in my stomach for Jake.


She kisses my cheek several times before going to her bed to
pull the covers down.


The sound of my dad snoring only wakes me once during the
night.











Chapter 20




At the old insurance building, Dad stops by the restroom
while Mom and I meander around the first floor. Uncle Will left a message for
us at the front desk of the hotel letting my parents know that his defense team
wants to review everything with Mom before we report to the courtroom in case
the council is planning to ask her any questions about the statement she gave.
Dad checked on Jake before we left. He wasn’t ready to leave yet, so Dad has
him making an appointment with the council’s grievance counselor once he gets
here.


Kelly joins Mom and me once we’ve taken a seat on a bench in
the first floor waiting area. The waiting room is already mostly full, Seraphim
sitting around wearily. There’s some quiet chatter, but most are drinking
coffee, reading magazines, or staring blankly at their phones. I guess they
must have more detectives taking statements.


Kelly squeezes in next to me, and I shift over on the bench
to make room. His arm presses uncomfortably into my right side. “Do they
already have Mitchell back there?” mom asks.


“Yeah,” he says, watching a middle-age man walk by, “they
have more questions for him about the raid.” He looks over at my mom. “Do you
think they’re planning on putting him on trial next?”


“It sounds like he’s just helping them build their cases
against the Rogues.”


From the other side of the door facing the bench to the left
of us, we hear an angry yell. Immediately, Kelly stiffens. A security guard
from the front entrance rushes from around the corner to the door.


Everyone’s heads turn as the security guard rushes through
the door, but I hear nothing else.


“Uh, Taylor,” Kelly mumbles beside me.


I look over and find that my hand isn’t grasping the edge of
the bench but rather the top of Kelly’s hand. “Oh, um, sorry.” I pull away.


“The detective who took Mitchell back told me that they want
to talk to me again soon,” he tells me, keeping his voice low. 


Gratefully, I take the change of subject. “You’ll be fine.
You might even get a detective who doesn't have time to hear everything like I
did.”


He leans in toward me. “I don’t know if I can talk to them
again…” he trails off. I’m about to give him a pep talk when he says, “Could
you…come back with me, maybe?”


That last part gets Mom’s attention. I can already hear her
asking me if I think Kelly’s cute in my head. He’s cute and tall like your dad, don’t you think? I’m already
getting annoyed, and she hasn’t even said anything yet. “You’ll be fine.
They’re talking to everyone.” 



 

His eyes plea with mine. I turn from him to the empty wall
straight ahead of me. The council really should decorate this place, if for no
other reason than to give someone like me something to stare at. I pretend
there’s something interesting to look at on the wall. I make the mistake of
looking too far to the side, and catch sight of Kelly still looking like he’s
silently pleading with me. “I have to
have you with me,” his eyes say. The discomfort of his gaze getting the best of
me, I stand.


Mom slides across the bench to him. “We’ll see what we can
do, sweetheart.”


“Mom!” I squeal. I catch a few people looking at us over the
tops of their papers, and I shrink in on myself. “I don’t want to,” I whisper
angrily.


 “He’s scared,
Taylor.” She reaches out to take my hand, but I pull my arms back before she
can get to either hand.


“I’m not scared,” Kelly counters, “It’s for…” he looks back
at the door where the yelling has since turned into silence, “their safety,” he
explains. “She needs to be there to keep me from losing it.” Mom nods along.


I shake my head at him, keeping my voice low. “I helped you
snap out of it after you went D-mode. That was one time. And I’m not even one hundred
percent sure I had anything to do with that.” He tries to interrupt, but I’m on
a roll. “You can’t say for sure that I could even stop you if someone sets you
off; that’s what their Tempero are here for.” He gives me a less than convinced
stare. “And what are you going to say if they want to know why I walk back
there with you?” I ask.


“Easy,” he says, sounding sure of himself. “I’ll say that
we’re dating, and that as an ex-Rogue prisoner, I need the emotional support.
They told me last time that I could have Mitchell in there if it made me feel
more comfortable. Why not a girlfriend?” 


Although Mom knows we aren’t really dating, she gives me an
accusing glare. “But I’m not your girlfriend,” I say tell Kelly for the express
purpose of my mom hearing it, and being a Veritatis, for her to know without a
doubt that I am not dating him.


To my dismay, Mom says to me, “All he has to do is ask you
out and then it won’t be a lie.”


My eyes grow big in indignation. “Who’s side are you on?”


She smiles sweetly, enjoying my reaction. “You know they’ll
know if you’re lying.”


Kelly takes my hand in his. “Will you date me?” he says with
unnecessary relish at my discomfort.


I try not to make it obvious to anyone who might still be
watching that I’m trying to pull my hand away from him. He's too strong though,
and I give up frowning at the both of them. “Sure,” I say bleakly. 


“And thanks a lot,” I tell Mom, crossing my arms as soon as
Kelly lets go of my hand. 


A door opens behind me. Kelly’s head snaps to the right as Mitchell
emerges from the door several feet to the right of our bench. Kelly goes
straight to him while I turn pointedly away from Mom. She grabs my elbow and
pulls me toward her. I plop down on the bench beside her. She proceeds to
gently run her fingers over my back and through my hair just like she would
back home when she could tell that I was having a rough day. If it didn’t feel
so good to have her back, I would shrug her hand off. 


“What if they call Kelly back next, and you and Uncle Will
are with the council when he gets finished?” I ask her.


“I have to meet with Will’s attorneys first,” she says,
rubbing my back. “I can control my temper fine, but if Kelly attacks one of the
detectives, he’ll be arrested.” She leans in closer to my ear. “And the council
has never taken kindly to Seraphim who act up on their watch, no matter the
circumstances.”


She’s right, and I know it. And besides, Mom has Dad to be
there for her if Kelly’s interview takes a while.


After a minute longer, Mitchell knocks on the door he just
shut; when someone opens it halfway from the other side, he slips through.
Kelly rejoins us by the bench.


“He’s going to tell them that you have to come with me.” He
gives me a small wink that I return with an eye roll.


Mom stands up. “And if the detectives start asking you about
Taylor, what are you going to say?” Her tone is all business.


“That my relationship is none of their business. And if they
really want to dig into my personal life, they should be looking into what Lia
Heincliff tried to do to Gran while I was at that school.”


“Gran?” Mom asks. 


“His grandmother,” I tell her.


She tilts her head looking intrigued. “What did they try to
do to your grandmother?”


Kelly smiles triumphantly. “Exactly.”


Mom sits back after a second, nodding approvingly. 


Mitchell reemerges, followed by a skinny woman in a dark
skirt suit with a laptop cradled in her arms. He walks her over. “I’m Sandy, I
work for the Supreme Council,” she says, smiling cordially at Kelly. “You’re
Mr. Edwards, I presume.”


“Yes ma’am.” Kelly says, offering her his hand. She keeps
both hands firmly on the laptop. That’s rude. Kelly retracts his hand, looking
around at all of us uncomfortably. He steps to the side so that she can have an
unobstructed view of me. “And this is Taylor.”


She gives me the same smile. “How do you do?”


“I’ve been better,” I answer quickly, and then immediately
second-guess myself. Does how do you do mean the same thing as how are you?


 “You both can
come with me,” she says, retreating toward the door.


“You’ll do fine,” Mitchell tells Kelly as we follow after
her. He pats his shoulder and speaks so quietly that I almost miss it. “I’ll be
waiting here.”


Sandy brings us to the same room I was in for my interview.
The cubicle has been rearranged; there are now two chairs on one side of the
thin table. A pen and notepad are waiting in front of Sandy’s chair on the
other side. “Mr. Edwards, I’ve heard good things about you from Mitchell Lanton
and Christopher Baudin.” She carefully sets her laptop on the table and takes a
seat in the lone chair facing the door. Kelly lets me have my pick of the two
chairs remaining. “Neither one of them mentioned your size—you can’t deny
you’re a Dynamar, that’s for sure,” she says giving Kelly a toothy smile as she
types. Kelly and I force polite chuckles.


After a second, she swivels the laptop around so that Kelly
and I can see it. “This will be transcribing what we say as well as recording.”
As she’s talking, her words pop up on the screen. She presses the space bar,
and the screen goes dark. “It’s helping tremendously since we lost some of our
manpower.” She pulls out two bottles of water from behind the table and then
sets them in front of us. 


“This may be repetitive,” she says to Kelly, “but I need you
to recap what you experienced, starting with the bus incident. And only your firsthand account. Refrain
from telling me what others may have told you.” She taps the space bar again,
and the screen comes back to life. She picks up the pen and notepad from the
desk, flipping the pad to the first page. “Please begin.”


As Kelly talks, Sandy listens intently. The only time she
writes anything down in the notepad is when Kelly mentions a new name. 


The Tempero working in the building are doing a good job
keeping the sad vibes to a minimum today. I should be fighting back tears when
Kelly describes his struggle to get Boston down from the noose he’d made with a
bed sheet. Instead, I sit motionless as I try to connect the lively Boston I’d
known in the hospital after the raid to the Boston who felt so depressed and
lost that he would hang himself. I hardly feel a twinge. Still, I reach across
our chairs to rest my hand on Kelly’s forearm. He barely seems to notice. I
keep watching his face for any signs that he’s getting too worked up, but he seems
to be allowing the Tempero to do their thing.


Sandy scoots her chair closer to the desk leaning across it
when Kelly gets to the part of his Elite training after agreeing to work with
Kian. She can’t take her eyes off of him. I catch myself stroking his forearm
with my thumb. Sandy’s hand moves along the top edge of the desk. Not seeming
to be able to find what she’s looking for, she finally looks down at the desk
pushing her chair back. She opens the top drawer and smiles. She takes out a
notepad and pen. She shuts the drawer and doesn’t bother to pull her chair back
up as she flips the pad open. She scribbles as Kelly talks about the first
training exercise where the candidates were left in the woods for days.


“The first guy was kicked out after that. He suffered some
sort of mental break. I ended up getting an infection in my arm and thought I
was going to be the next one to go, but they were surprisingly cool about it.
They took a skin sample.” He glances at his right arm. His arm looks nothing
like it did after the basement explosion. I can only tell in the areas where he
sustained third degree burns that he was even ever injured. “From that they
made a solution that they sprayed on my arm and neck,” he glances over at me,
and I lean forward slightly to look at his neck. He grins. “It’s crazy, right?”
Sandy clears her throat, causing Kelly to turn back to her. “I ended up being
sent to the guy several times for treatment, but the training never stopped. I
got better at…” he glances at me out of the corner of his eyes, “doing what was
asked of me. Once it was past the field trails the remainder of the guys
dropped like flies. They wanted us to kill people.” His words are harsh, but
Sandy doesn’t react, just her writing slows.


He leaves the worst parts out. He doesn’t tell her about the
Tempero the Rogues unleashed him on once he had perfected his internal blocking
ability, nor those he killed in his final Elite test. The young boy from his
memories keeps flashing in my head. I think if the Tempero weren’t here I’d
have conflicted emotions of sadness for the boy and anger toward Kelly for what
Kian’s people had him do. I can’t tell if he’s keeping those parts from Sandy
so she won’t see him as a cold-blooded killer, or if he’s subconsciously
managed to bury the ugliest memories deep enough that he no longer recalls them
taking place. Either way, I go along with it, trying to do my part in
portraying the loving girlfriend of a guy who has been through hell. 


“There was no graduation for passing the training, but they
had a couple of Elites come shake my hand.”


“Names,” Sandy says from her notepad, the laptop changing
fonts when she speaks. “What were their names?”


“I don’t know that they told me.” He waits for another
question, but she doesn’t say a word. “I was put to work in the Baton Rouge
compound as a glorified bodyguard when Kian Sipe was in. The room that they
gave me was an upgrade from the boys’ barracks I had been in before the
training. I worked twelve hour shifts with the other Dynas working security.”


Sandy holds a pointer finger in the air for him to hold on.
“How many Elites were working with you?”


“There could have been some on the opposite shift, or
working on the lower levels, but I was the only one on my shift.”


“How did you know who was an Elite and who wasn’t?”


Kelly looks at her a moment. “We don’t talk…much. That’s
probably the easiest way to tell.” 


Sandy frowns, looking down at her notepad. “They don’t make
all of you wear the same uniform?” Kelly shakes his head when she looks up.
Looking disappointed, she glances back at the notepad. “I’m not getting a clear
picture of what exactly it was that made them want to train you to be an
Elite.” She runs a pen over the side of her notes. “Can you give me a
demonstration of you blocking the Tempero here in the building?”


This is what he was worried about. I can see his wheels
turning as Sandy looks at him expectantly. He reluctantly gives me a sideways
glance. I hesitantly lift my hand from his arm. Sandy leans back in her chair,
watching him carefully. 


As Kelly rises from his seat, she sits up straight in her
chair in anticipation. 


His hands curl into fists at his sides, but it’s his eyes
that I’m watching closely. The second I no longer see my Kelly, it’s going to
be hard for me to keep myself from grabbing on to him and pulling him back from
wherever he goes. 


The door behind me opens, and I jump. Kelly barely turns to
look over his shoulder.


The woman opening the door brings with her a peacefulness
that I try to breath in. With Kelly standing beside me, I reach the back of my
hand out and brush the back of his hand as she steps inside. She’s Native
American, I think, with warm brown skin. Her hair is long and dark. It sways
gracefully around her arms as she moves.


With a glance at us, she asks Sandy, “Is everything okay in
here?” Her voice is like a feather, soft and gentle.


Sandy gives the woman a tight grin and stands. “Perfectly.
We’ll be done shortly. Do you need the room, Kemma?” 


Unsure of what they want, I sit, and Kelly follows. Kemma looks
at the laptop screen. “I’m relieving you,” she says. “The council needs you at
the penitentiary.”


“Oh,” she says, her face brightening. She hops around the
table. “Mr. Edward’s has filled me in on just about everything.” For the first
time, Kemma’s eyes fall on us, and Kelly gives her a little nod in affirmation.


“Thank you,” Kemma tells her, turning the laptop to face her
as she swaps notes with Sandy. When Sandy’s gone, Kemma moves the laptop over
to the side of the small desk. Once she has pressed the space bar, initiating
the transcribing program, she’s no longer interested in it. 


She smiles warmly at Kelly, but I don’t get so much as a
glance. “Are you sure you want Taylor in here for the remainder of your
interview?” Her knowing my name throws me. I know that I’ve never seen her
before, but the way she says my name has me second-guess myself.


This time, it’s Kelly who reaches over and rests a hand on
my arm. The warmth from his hand spreads through my arm. “Yes.”


She nods, unsurprised. “Pick up where you left off, when
you’re ready.”


Kemma doesn’t seem bothered by the fact that Sandy took the
notepad. She simply watches Kelly and listens. “Mase was shadowing me when I
was paged to escort Flea and Taylor to meet Kian Sipe.” Kemma takes a deep breath,
but she doesn’t stop him. 


She doesn’t interrupt him to ask any questions even when he
begins describing our escape, nor does she say anything when he mentions my
mom, Bryant, and me disappearing from the group once we made it to the ground
floor of the Rogue complex. Anytime he breaks eye contact with her, Kemma
follows his gaze to whatever he turns his attention to: his hand rubbing his
jeans, his shoe, the loose thread poking out of his jeans just above his knee. 


Half an hour later, Kelly and I leave the cubicle to find
the waiting area has cleared up quite a bit. Mitchell is pacing between benches
until he sees us. He pauses mid-step when he catches sight of us walking out.
“It went okay?” he asks as he hurries over.


Kelly grins, seeming to relax just by the sight of Mitchell.
“I didn’t punch a single person.”


As the two of them chitchat, I watch two men in grey suits
exchange notes. They play a kind of waltz with their paperwork; one hands
papers to the other, the one taking the paper scans over it, and then goes to
his briefcase inserts papers and withdrawals another set of papers that he
hands over to the other guy. 


Neither of them are Seraphim; I don’t get the familiar
Seraphim pull. But their calm, collected dispositions as they quietly review page
after page makes me wonder if they fully grasp what we are. The large oval
clock on the wall behind them shows that it’s been almost an hour since Sandy
walked us back.


“Everyone is waiting upstairs for McBride’s thing to start,”
Mitchell tells us. “Detectives want me to go through another round of photo
lineups to see if I can identify anyone else first, though.” Then, to Kelly, “I
told them I was waiting for you to get out before I’d head in there. You can
wait out here if want. It shouldn’t take long.” Mitchell’s lying. It gets
easier each time I push. Detectives want him to look at photos, but it isn’t
for lineups, it’s to identify bodies. Ann, the girl who had been recruited by
Lia Heincliff with Kelly and who was later killed during the raid, is who
Mitchell is hoping to identify. It’s sweet really. He’s worried that if Kelly
knows, he’ll demand to go back with him, and then he’ll have to really worry
about Kelly losing it if her photo were to turn up in the lineup.


His protectiveness over Kelly is heart warming. My eyes
water and I pinch my nose trying not to cry. Kelly glances at me and I step
away from him refusing to meet his gaze as if I were absented mindedly
preoccupied by my own thoughts. One of the men in the grey suits catches sight
of the time on the clock behind them. The two exchange a few words and then
take off splitting off in opposite directions, one rounding the corner toward
the main entrance and the other toward the side stairs. Mitchell notices me
watching them.


“If you want to be in there, you better get upstairs.”


“I’ll see you two later then,” I tell them as I turn to
follow the man headed toward the main entrance. I half-hope Kelly will decide
to come instead of waiting for Mitchell.


Kelly calls out after me, “Thanks, by the way.”


I barely glance over my shoulder. “Yeah, don’t mention it.”











Chapter 21




Once Mitchell is called back to go over more photo lineups,
I look around the waiting room for the longest bench. I had been too stressed
out last night imagining what would happen having to talk to detectives again
to get much sleep. Then, I started thinking about how Taylor could help just to
spend the rest of the night worrying about what would happen if she refused.


Now that I’m done with the interview, I can feel the fatigue
setting in pretty quick. All of the benches look to be identical, so I just
take the one closest to me, letting my legs hang over one side. I lay back on
the bench, thankful that I wasn’t arrested for what I did while in my Elite stupor.
I had expected that by now they’d be escorting me out of the Supreme Council
building in shackles, not laying out on one of their benches. 


“Kelly,” Kemma calls out into the waiting area. 


I hadn’t heard any of the doors opening. I instantly tense. It
isn’t too late to be arrested. “Yes ma’am,” I say, sitting up.


She opens the door wider. “I have something for you, if
you’ll come with me.”


She takes me to the same tiny, insulated cubicle we had been
in not fifteen minutes ago. 


I watch her carefully as she walks in after me. She isn’t
carrying a laptop, nor is there one on the table, but she does have a pen in
her hand. I sit down in the same chair as before, but I immediately regret it
when Kemma maneuvers past my long legs to sit down in the seat Taylor had been
in beside me. She shifts in the chair, angling it more toward me. I doubt she’s
planning on arresting me sitting down, but my heart is still pounding.


When she takes her time to speak carefully looking over my
face instead I say the first thing that comes to mind, “Did something happen to
my grandmother?”


She gives me a small smile. “No, no, it’s nothing like
that,” she says, looking down at her lap. “It’s news from your blood work. The
lab finally sent us results from the first batch that McBride’s team sent off.”


“I didn’t know that I was waiting on any blood work to come
back.”


Kemma’s small, awkward smile wavers as her eyes meet mine.
“Did Mr. Lanton not tell you that he requested DNA tests for the both of you?”


I try to think back. It’s surprisingly hard to recall the
days and weeks leading up to my training. If Mitchell had told me anything
about this, it would have been during my time in the hospital. Really, my only
lasting impression was the pain from having my burns treated. “I don’t remember.”


She looks at the carpet, speaking carefully. “He did tell
you that there was a possibility of your having some…familial relation?”


“He told me that he dated my mom before she moved away from
Aurora to have me.” I know where she’s going before she continues.


It is one of the things I do remember fairly clearly besides
what happened to Boston in Baton Rouge.


“Kian Sipe showed me my DNA test when I was in the city when
he was asking me to work for him. It listed my father as Donovan Andler,” I
say.


She slumps back in her chair, although I don’t know whether
it’s from relief or added stress. “You worked for him,” she says as she
sets down her pen. She works her hand into her pants pocket and pulls out an
envelope folded tightly into quarters and smoothes out its creases. When she
places it on her lap, I see my name handwritten in dark black ink on the front.


She stares off across the small cubicle. “Did you enjoy what
you did while you were going through Kian’s training?” she asks dreamily. She
turns to look at my right arm, the one that was burned from the basement
explosion.


“No,” I say decisively, my voice low.


“Did you enjoy what you did after your training with them
was complete?”


“No.”


She looks up from my arm. She almost sounds sad when she
asks, “Did you like feeling powerful?”


I shake my head, remembering what little I felt as an Elite.
By the end of my training they had me killing without any explanation as to
why. It was a cold, inhuman feeling to take a life. “It wasn’t power,” I tell
her.


 “If you didn’t
enjoy the pain you inflicted—” Sidney’s face flashes in front of me; the
look after I pulled the trigger, “—and you didn’t enjoy being one of
their Elites, than you were never a Rogue. You just worked for them.”


“I enjoyed taking Mase down, and I really enjoyed hurting
Lia after the raid.” My fists pounding away on Lia is the only thing I like to
revisit from the day Anne died. If I ever get another chance to lay hands on
her I won’t waste time throwing punches, I would wrap my hands around her
skinny throat, and wouldn’t let go until she was cold.


Kemma leans closer to me, creasing the envelope as she
places her forearm across her knees. “But would you enjoy killing them?”


I’m silent for second, looking down at the envelope beneath
her arm. She wouldn’t have me arrested based off of how I answer, would she? I
don’t think so, at least not after she went out of her way to bring me my DNA
results. “Maybe not Mase,” I answer truthfully.


One side of her mouth curls. “I’d bet you wouldn’t enjoy
killing Lia either.” She looks me in the eye again, but I don’t return her
conspiratorial grin. “But, you are only human.” She stands, holding out the
envelope. “You can have this. Mr. Lanton may still want to see the results for
himself. And, like you said, it really doesn’t matter who your parents were.”


I look at the envelope. It’s sealed, no signs of tampering.
“Do you know what it says?”


“I do not,” she answers as she steps for the door. “Do you
want me to find out if Mr. Lanton is still with our detectives?”


“You said ‘were.’”


“Pardon?” she asks, holding the door for me.


I don’t move. “You said, ‘who my parents were.’” Past tense would mean that she
would have to know who my parents are.


She gives a small smile. “We don’t concern ourselves with
those things, Kelly,” she says. “The council is just interested in serving
justice.” She keeps the door open, waiting. I walk past, and hear the door
swing shut behind her. 



 


 

I know that Mitchell Lanton is not my father. For half a
second, as I sit on a bench in the nearly empty waiting area, I think about not
opening the envelope at all. But I know there’s no chance I’ll be able to
ignore it—I guess now’s as good a time as any.


I rip open the envelope and pull out the single page. It
takes less than two minutes to go through everything, but I go back to the
start as soon as I finish scanning the page.


“What you got there?” Mitchell asks. I look up, unsure how
long he’s been standing there. 


I hand it over to him. “It’s the test results you asked
for.” I ball up the empty envelope and throw it in the nearest trashcan.


I don’t watch him as he reads it. The DNA test compares our
allele sizes with numbers and letters that mean nothing to me. This test looks
more legit than the one Kian Sipe had shown me giving us the name and address
of the lab that tested our DNA, but the results aren’t any different. The
statement at the bottom is straight to the point. His DNA lacks the genetic
markers that must be contributed to said child, me, by a biological
father—there is zero probability of paternity.


Mitchell folds the paper up before offering it back to me. I
refuse it with a silent shake of my head. “This proves that your mom knew what
she was doing,” he says, tapping the paper against the side of his leg.


“Oh yeah? What’s that?”


“She got you far away from Donovan before he could sink his
hooks into you.”


“He was that bad of a guy?” I ask, feeling more nonchalant
about what he could say next than I probably should.


“From what Diane told me he had gone off the deep end once
he got involved in The Movement.” He pauses a moment. “The day she broke things
off with him, she called him a Rogue. At that time the term was still pretty
new term for Seraphim in The Movement. I know he slapped her.” Mitchell’s jaw
muscles tighten. Gran told me that it was my father who ended things with my
mom, but I don’t interrupt him. “She came to me afterwards. We hadn’t actually
started dating yet, but I wanted to beat the crap out of him for it. She made
me promise not to. She said it would only make things worse for her.”


I had never heard any stories about my father growing up,
and now I know why. “Do you know what happened to him? Kian told me he died.”


Mitch shrugs. “It makes sense. I had thought that he somehow
got out of The Movement after he and Diane split, because I never saw him again
after he hit Dianne. But, I did leave shortly after your mother disappeared.”


Mitch holds out the letter again, but I don’t take it, so he
folds it into a small square and slips it into his pants pocket. “When Kian was
telling me about Donovan he also said that my mom was in The Movement.” Mitch
looks at me a second, his mouth barely open. He looks past me closing his mouth
as if he’s thinking. “If she was,” he says finally, “it was because Donovan
talked her into joining. By the time she and I got together she had no interest
in The Movement or what it stood for.” His eyes meet mine. “You hungry?”


I smile at him. “I could eat.”


I think of the photo Kian had shown me of Donovan Andler
with his arm around my mom. Mitch takes the folded paper from his pocket and
tosses it into the trashcan by the metal detectors on our way out. She may have
looked happy in that picture, but I’m happier that she met Mitch, the man who
would happily have fought anyone who would have hurt her and who raided an
entire campus full of Rogues to get me out.











Chapter 22




Ash lays the faxes down on Susan’s desk. He had clipped all
of them together after he’d read through them all one last time. She’s taken it
pretty hard losing Detective Lane, but who hasn’t. He can’t ignore the fresh
box of tissues on her desk beside the small bottle of hand sanitizer nor the
trashcan next to her desk stuffed with tissues from the last box. Susan is
still the best person to share what he’s found. For one, she owes him for
keeping tabs on Lane when she couldn’t and giving him backup. For two, Daphne
has relocated to an office upstairs where only the council and their entourage
conducts business. It’s the best time to get this out in the air without having
to immediately alert the council.


 “What’s this?”
she asks as he lays the faxes out neatly on her desk. He knows that if he
doesn’t come at her with this the right way than she’ll melt down again before
he has had the chance to show her what he’s got.


“I got the top ones off the council’s fax machine not five
minutes ago. The ones clipped below those are from less than a week ago.”


She uses a single fingernail to lift up the corners of the
faxes, scanning through them quickly. “Why are you bringing them to me?”


He looks down at his feet. One of her snot rags missed its
mark and is sitting by his shoe. He kicks it closer to the nearly full trashcan
rubbing the tip of his shoe across the carpet as he returns it beneath him. “I,
uh, thought you would appreciate the growing number of bodies pilling up on our
front door.”


Susan extracts a fresh tissue, tossing the used one she’s
had concealed in her left hand in the trash. She uses the left hand to better
go through the faxes. Ash forces himself not to point out her hand sanitizer to
her. 


“Seraphim die every day. It doesn’t mean that they are all
connected,” she says, setting the fax back down. 


“I actually looked into the stats on that when I received
the first batch of faxes from a retired agent who used to work with Doherty.
There’s no way Doherty would have told him about our case, and yet this guy
thought his team should look into this. Deaths in our…” Ash pauses. He
sometimes nearly forgets that Susan isn’t one of them. “Deaths in the Seraphim
community have increased threefold.”


Her eyes narrow on him. “Since when?”


Ash pushes the faxes closer to her. “Since the raid.”


Susan absentmindedly picks up her pen and begins clicking it
rhythmically as she goes on to the next fax, and then the next. Without setting
down the pen, she wipes her red, blotchy nose with a tissue. She returns to the
top sheet of paper, then lays the faxes down in front of Ash, tossing the
tissue in the trashcan.


She looks up at Ash unimpressed as she grabs the worn
notebook from beside her keyboard and stands.


“One of ours is dead,” she says. “My primary
initiative—no, my only initiative—is catching those responsible.”


“Susan—” 


“I’m the one who had to give the news to Lane’s wife, and
I’ll be damned if I’m not the one who tells her that these people have been put
away.” Susan abruptly turns, leaving him staring as she struts off toward
Doherty’s office.


“Wait. Where are you going?” Ash grabs the faxes and then
pushes her chair out of his way to follow after her. She heads straight to
Doherty’s office. He hadn’t wanted to bring any of this Doherty yet, not until
he’d gotten a second opinion on whether or not it was worth showing him when
they’re already working a case load three times what they’re use to.


Doherty has been working harder than Ash has ever seen since
getting back from Baton Rouge. He’s been questioning captured Rogues nonstop
except for the occasional break to go over notes in his office. “What can I do
for you two?” Doherty asks as Ash enters the room on Susan’s heels. Ash looks
to the couch where a rumbled pillow sits. Ash looks to his boss wondering if
he’s sleeping here too. With the Supreme Council working under the same roof,
Doherty has hung his various degrees and training awards in place of the sticky
notes wall that they all enjoy. Ash hadn’t even bothered to give him a hard
about it, because he understood. Since the council started working in the same
building all of the detectives seemed to be acting more professional. 


“I wanted to check on how the warrants are coming along?”
Susan asks. Ash steps up next to her trying to get a read on if she’s going to
bring up what he just showed her, but she refuses look at him.


“Those guys aren’t coming out of that building any time
soon,” he says, frowning as hard as Susan does hearing it. “But we have eyes on
the roof and all the exits, so if they do we’ll get them,” he assures her,
collecting the stack of ten or so photos of men and women coming and going from
the Baton Rouge buildings he was examining when they walked in. Doherty’s
examining Susan’s face as she frowns down at Doherty’s desk. “They aren’t going
anywhere.” He hands Susan the photos. Ash watches as she flips through them.
“Those are the newest of the surveillance footage from the Rogue complex,” he
says, leaning back in his chair to cross his arms over his chest.


“None of these are of Kian or Cassidy,” she says after
looking at the last photo.


Doherty takes a drink of his lukewarm coffee. “Do you blame
them? Everyone in that building knows we’re watching them. A helicopter came in
to pick up some lab equipment—”


“And someone in a lab coat,” Susan snaps, holding up the
snapshot of the helicopter and a person who’s white lab coat is flapping in the
wind as he or she climbs in the back. 


Ash perks up. “You think they’re cooking up something new?”


“It looked like basic lab equipment being loaded up. Nothing
requiring refrigeration,” Doherty says. Susan pulls out another photo of the
helicopter where two people are loading what Ash has learned is a Next Generation
Sequencing instrument used for reading DNA sequences. It’s multimillion-dollar
machine that has the investigators working the Baton Rouge complex incident
that resulted in Lane’s death searching for the backers funding the operations.
Behind the people loading the machine is the somewhat blurry profile of the
person in the white lab coat holding a small cardboard box. They know enough
from the students who were being injected at the school that the serum they
were using needs to be refrigerated.


“And that person in the lab coat is a nobody. The Sensaa who
was working that rooftop is one of the best ones the council has gotten for us
and he was sure that not one of them were a Seraphim. So there’s no way it was
anyone we’re searching for in connection to Detective Lane’s death.” Doherty
watches Susan as she looks a couple of the photos over again. She hands them
back to him. He takes them, setting the stack down to the left of where they’d
been on his desk. He sits back to open the top drawer in front of him taking
out a pen identical to the pens he already has out.


Susan scans the manila folders on his desk. “What else you
got for me?” she says, all business.


Ash absentmindedly looks at the wall behind Doherty’s desk
as Doherty gives her more interviews from captured Rogues to review for
potential leads. Ash sees her look at him before she turns to go. He stays
silent looking at Doherty’s forty-eight years old college degree from Stanford
University. The door shuts quietly behind her.


“What’s really going on?” he asks Doherty once they’re alone
expecting to hear about what was found in the upper levels of the tallest
building in the complex.


What detectives had found out about the large, multi-building
complex since their initial encounter was that the complex took up an entire
city block. Three of the structures were joined with the tallest being the sky
scraper that nestled the helicopter pad on top. It took money and man power to
get the surveillance equipment and proper authorization necessary to monitor
all of it at one time.


It had been determined that the first few floors of the main
complex was used for normal businesses like a gym, small investment firm, and
youth counseling center with general public access. All of which were average
enough in appearance and function but the gym was managed by a Seraphim-only
staff and that the investment firm handled the funds generated by the gym and
youth center. The youth counseling center targeted troubled youth which Doherty
had no doubt was a way to find and recruit Seraphim children whose parents were
nonSeraphim. 


Housing for all of the Rogues working on these floors and
their families were believed to be what made up the mid to higher levels but
Doherty’s was going off of this premise based on the one floor Ash had gained
access to while chasing the wanted Seraphim upstairs. 


The mid-level floor that detectives and SWAT gained entry to
ended up being where Rogues had been housing the group of Seraphim who had been
kidnapped on their way to a new hospital. With all of the Rogues taking off
upstairs it became a mass scavenger hunt for the kidnapped Seraphim to find a
way out. It slowed police and detectives down so much trying to locate all of
the Seraphim on that level and get them safely downstairs that Ash and Lane had
to continue canvassing upstairs with only a handful of SWAT with them. 


It was the upper levels where the labs were that they never
gained access to, and still haven’t as far as Ash knows of.


Doherty picks up his coffee mug. “What do you mean?” he
asks, swirling the contents of the mug.


“You’re fidgeting around like you do when you’re not wanting
to talk about something.”


“You sound like my ex-wife.”


“Look, I get it. Susan’s in mourning. Keeping her in the
dark as to why we haven’t stormed that place is understandable, but at least
tell me what’s going on. I already know it’s not just Seraphim housing in
there.”


Doherty sets his coffee down to give Ash a long look. “Did
you know that Kian Sipe is a Turkish ambassador?”


“You aren’t creative enough to come up with something like
that,” Ash tells him.


He gives Ash a lazy smile. “He’s a silent ambassador at
that. He was born in Turkey but raised in the states. He went back to Turkey
for a time, only returning when his brother Kent Sipe was killed.”


Ash tries to recall the Sipe family history. It was a short
one, from what he remembers. “He’s the one that was on Aurora’s Council?”


“The same.”


“So Kent became a martyr in Aurora for being killed by the
people his older brother, Kian was working for?”


“If Kian was in the movement at the time, you would be
correct,” Doherty says, pushing the mug over just a hair so that it covers the
ring on the desk that he spent about two minutes trying to get out when he’d
first moved into the office before saying to hell with it.


 “So we would
need one of the Rogues in custody to call Kian out as the leader to get around
his ambassadorship?”


“Not only that, but we would require witnesses to him
calling the shots—witnesses who were brave enough to testify.” Doherty
drops his head. He purses his lips and begins shaking his head disapprovingly
at the ground.


“What is it?” 


“It would be hard even if we had that.” He looks up at Ash.
“We would need a confession, his confession. I’ve spoken to officials in
Turkey. They all hold Mr. Sipe in high regard. He denies testimonies, and their
problems go away.”


“We can still try to go after him with what we have. At the
very least he might hand over the Rogues who ambushed us to get us off his
back, or even the Rogues we have left on our wanted list from the raid.”


“The Council won’t settle for bottom-feeders,” Doherty tells
him. 


“Can’t the Council force an ambassador to stand trial,
then?”


Doherty frowns. “Even they have their limits.”


Ash shakes his head in frustration. “So we have to catch
Kian holding a smoking gun.”


“Or we don’t stand a chance; yes, that’s what I’m thinking.”


“Marvelous,” Ash says slowly, drawing out the word as
Doherty stands and circles his desk.


“What are these?” Doherty asks, eyeing the faxes still in
Ash’s hand.


“Oh, I had Susan look them over for me to see what she
thought, but she let me know pretty quick that she isn’t going to help me with
them with her tunnel vision of prosecuting Lane’s killer.” Ash keeps a hold on
the faxes. He’ll have to ask to see them, Ash decides for him to show Doherty
what he’s been working in correlation to they’re investigations.


“Take it easy on her,” Doherty says gruffly. This is her
first time to lose a colleague.” Doherty’s cell phone buzzes. He pulls it out
of his pocket and glances at the screen. “One of our eyes in the city,” he
tells Ash before holding the phone to his ear. “Doherty,” he announces in the
no-nonsense tone he always has while on a call. 


Ash waits, unsure whether he should take the phone call as a
dismissal. He flips through the faxes absentmindedly. “He walked out? Is he in
custody?” Doherty asks. Ash sneaks a glance upwards. “No, you keep everyone
watching those buildings. Especially the rooftops. It could be a ploy. But that
doesn’t mean…” Doherty grimaces. “Yeah, I hear it. Call the pilot you
mentioned. We need to know where that bird is headed. I want all of the
pictures taken to be sent directly to me, every last one of them.”


“Who walked out?” Ash asks when Doherty stuffs the phone
back in his pocket. Doherty collects his wallet from off of his desk.


“One of the men who ambushed you and Lane. He just turned
himself in to one of our surveillance vans. They were loading him into a car
when that damn helicopter showed back up.”


“You’re thinking the guy was a decoy?”


Doherty scratches his chin. “Or it was damn lucky timing on
their part. Two of our men were called down from the surrounding
rooftops—we only had one set of eyes on that helipad.”


“And don’t tell me,” Ash says, already feeling what’s coming
next. “The helicopter blocked his view?”


“I wouldn’t doubt it.” Doherty walks to the door. “I’ll keep
you updated on what I can,” he adds as he opens the door. “I’ll be at lockup
waiting for our new inmate.”



 


 

“Let me get this right,” Doherty smashes the cigarette he’s
been holding into the ashtray sitting in the middle of the table. The interview
room isn’t as warm as Doherty would like it but the hot cup of coffee the Rogue
is sipping on between the drags on his cigarette will help. He wants this guy
to sweat. He has to watch him with the cup though. Being seated across from a
Dynamar, a Rogue at that, with only a tiny table between them there’s a chance
that the coffee could end up in his face if he pisses the guy off enough. The
last thirty-something Dyna Doherty had questioned was such a hothead from the
very beginning that he never offered him coffee, just water. “You were told to
save company assets, so you and the other Dynamar armed yourselves with
semi-automatic rifles to storm through the complex you work at. That about
right?”


The man seated across the table confirms with a brisk nod.
Doherty lets the nonverbal confirmation slide. “Is ‘company assets’ code for
the police?” 


“Nah,” the man says dismissively. “We weren’t after the
police.” He neither glares nor smirks at Doherty. All of the other Rogues he’s
questioned seemed unable to do anything besides one or the other. This guy
could just as easily be talking about the weather. 


Doherty grabs his pack of cigarettes from the table. He
isn’t planning on lighting another one but if this guy wants another smoke
Doherty wants him to have to ask for it. 


“The police weren’t a concern for our people,” he says as if
talking to an idiot. Doherty’s grip on the cigarettes tightens. “We were
dispatched to a secondary security breach that was going on upstairs.”


“Who made the call to dispatch everyone?”


“Can’t give you names,” he says. Doherty’s not surprised,
most of them won’t confirm who they are much less other Seraphim in The
Movement, but still, it was worth a shot. “But tell you what—I’ll tell
you what I did, and then you can put me in jail, but that’s all you are going
to get from me.”


“You already confessed to shooting at my guys to the men you
turned yourself into. What I want are the people who ordered you to attack my
agents.” The man slouches back in his chair seeming to get more comfortable.
Doherty looks down at the closed folder he hasn’t touched since he came in and
slapped in on the table for the man to see. Doherty grabs the folder sitting
back in his chair in a similar fashion as the Rogue. He holds it up as he opens
it so that his suspect can’t see its contents. 


Calvin Sanchez is the name he gave detectives when he turned
himself in. From what Doherty was told, Calvin strutted out of the complex,
hands in the air, and walked straight up to the van detectives were sitting in
snapping photos of everyone who came and went. He was confessing to ambushing
the police and FBI as he was put in cuffs. The folder in Doherty’s hands is
full of pages. Every suspect has a folder. Most Rogues’ folders are full of
information about their families, schools they attended, and any criminal
background. This folder however, is full of blank pages. They don’t have
anything on Calvin Sanchez besides that he’s a high school graduate, his
parents are retired living in Florida, and what he’s told them, less than one
page of information. Doherty grabbed a stack of paper from the printer to put
behind the lone sheet of Calvin’s life before walking into the interview room.
Why is he turning himself in?


Doherty decides to switch tactics. “Do you have family
living in the complex?”


“What does that have to do with anything?” 


“You wouldn’t be turning yourself in unless there’s
something else that would be worse than jail. Now, what would that be?” He
looks at the first page in the folder. “Your parents are in Florida.” He looks
back to Calvin. “Do they threaten to hurt your parents?”


Calvin frowns, looking unimpressed. “I’m here because I
decided to be here.” 


“There are ways we can make them think that you’re talking,”
Doherty says. Calvin lowers his head to stare down at the table. “You have a
family?” No answer. Doherty goes with it. “If I was you, I’d think real
carefully about how to keep them safe. Because if I go on the news and talk
about the leads you’ve given us…I don’t know how well that would go over for
them.” 


Calvin rubs the end of his pinky over the edge of the table.
“What are you proposing?”


“You tell me everything, and I mean everything. You do that, and I will make sure that there is nothing
that connects you to that intel.”


Calvin’s head pops up, the left side of his mouth curling up
in a tight smirk, but there’s no amusement in his eyes. “If I give anyone’s
name, and I mean even one, they’d know.”


“No names then,” Doherty agrees. “Tell me what you were
trying to protect? Was it stuff from the lab?”


The Rogue tilts his head back to look down his nose at
Doherty. “What weren’t we protecting in that place?”


Doherty takes pleasure in the tiredness that passes over his
face. With everything that he knows about how Rogues treat their captives,
Doherty is inclined to keep him from getting any decent rest for the next
month. 


Calvin nods toward the pack of cigarettes that Doherty has
sitting in front of him next to where the folder had been. Doherty doesn’t
move. Calvin sits up and begins to reach across the table. Doherty shakes his
head at him. “Give me something first.”


Calvin withdraws his arm, sitting back in his chair again
looking defeated. “The labs would have been locked down first before anything
else,” he begins. Doherty makes a metal note that there was more than one lab
in the complex. “You got to understand that assets mean a wide range of things
to the people I work for. It isn’t even necessarily a what that we were trying to keep in the building. It could have
been a who.”


“So the asset was a who?”
Calvin nods for the pack of cigarettes again. Doherty plops the folder down to
pull one cigarette out of the pack. He holds it out for him. Calvin leans over
swiping the cigarette out of his hand in one swoop. “Answer the question. Who
was it?”


Calvin sits back in his chair. “To be honest, I don’t know.”



Doherty smirks when Calvin brings the cigarette up to his
lips and then frowns noticing that the lighter is also no longer on the table.
“What do you know?” Doherty asks as he takes the lighter out of his pocket. As
gentlemanly as Doherty can muster, he sits up in his chair to lean across the
table and light the end of the cigarette for him. That’s the only part that
Doherty enjoys about smoking, that first drag. After that, he can always feel
the hot stench creeping over him that coats everyone involved until toothpaste
or a bath takes it away. 


“I’ll tell you a secret as long as you promise not to tell
anyone,” Calvin says jokingly, knowing full well that the camera mounted in the
top corner of the room is recording every word. “I think it was more than one
asset that they were sending us after. But I don’t know much; I’m just the
muscle. 


“How would you know if you had found an asset if you weren’t
told who or what you were after?”


“There is always an eye in the sky at that place. They watch
us just like they were watching your people. One of the top floors had been
compromised. That’s what we were told, and that’s where we were headed.” He
takes a long drag, closing his eyes a little as he does. “But,” he says,
blowing out the smoke in the direction of the ceiling, “someone upstairs
started shutting down cameras. We were only allowed to go as far as they could
watch us. We got to some offices in the back when your people walked right out
in front of us.”


“There was a group of Seraphim being shot at too. It wasn’t
just my people. Did you not see them?”


“Course I saw them. An order came in over our comms to halt
any contact between your people and them.” He points the pointer and middle
finger holding the cigarette as Doherty, “That’s why your people got hurt. They
got too close to company assets.”


“Okay, then one of those folks was the asset.” 


Calvin taps his cigarette on the ashtray and then balances
it on the side of the ashtray. He then uses both hands to wipe his face.
Doherty sees the dark circles developing under his eyes. “You give me your word
that this doesn’t come back to haunt me.”


“You are only looking at standing trial for your part in the
death of my detective. If all you did was shoot at my detectives, then you
don’t have much to worry about from the Council.” Doherty glances at the camera
in the room. Neither Ash nor Susan are watching, but if they were they’d be
thinking the same thing. “You’re going to be the least of their concerns.”


“Man, I’m not worried about any Council. I’m worried about
me and mine.”


Doherty’s done this dance before. It’s hard to flip someone
when they know it might cost them their lives. 


“We have a lot of people in custody who know a whole hell of
a lot more about the dicey stuff happening within your organization than you
do. Let me ask you something. Have you heard anything about any of them
spilling the beans?”


Calvin looks at Doherty for a minute before saying
cautiously, “Can’t say I’ve heard about any marks. I mean, I’m sure they know
some of them are going to end up talking eventually, though.”


“Anything you tell me won’t be shared,” Doherty points up at
the camera monitoring them, “even this recording won’t get out.”


“Right,” he says, looking up at the camera unimpressed. “I
don’t know anything,” he says to the camera before turning back to Doherty.
“And my girlfriend is as equally in the dark as me.”


Doherty lifts Calvin’s folder up keeping it so Calvin can’t
see the contents. On the bottom of the first page Doherty jots down the
girlfriend aspect. “She lives at the complex too?”


Calvin looks at the camera out the corner of his eye. “Nah,
in the city. Her and her kid aren’t Seraphim, so they wouldn’t allow them to
move in. But they know everything about her—her job, her kid’s school,
their routine, everything.”


Doherty flips to the blank, second page. “I could get her
and her kid out of the city and somewhere safe.”


The man looks Doherty over, unconvinced. “As safe as those
sick people were when we took them off that bus?”


Doherty purses his lips. “I wasn’t the one moving those
patients,” he says, making eye contact with Calvin as he writes bus on the page
so that he won’t have to worry about forgetting that Calvin partook in the bus
ambush, “but if you want your girlfriend to stay within arm’s reach of people
who would snuff her out as easily as you do those cigarettes, that’s fine by
me.”


“Man, look,” the Dyna says, leaning across the table. “I can
give you the names of who they flew off in that helicopter, but you have to get
my girl and her kid out today.”


Doherty pulls out one of the back pages from the folder. He
offers it to the Calvin, along with his pen. “Write down her name, the kid’s
name, where she works, kid’s school, and their home address.” 


He takes the paper and pen giving the paper a once over, and
then the folder Doherty took it out of. He hesitates for a moment more. “Before
I take my offer back,” Doherty says before Calvin can ask him anything about
his folder containing blank paper. 


When Calvin’s done, Doherty takes the paper, folds it, and
then stands. “What are you doing?” Calvin asks, watching him.


Doherty holds the paper in the air between them. “Holding up
my end of the bargain, and when I get back you’re going to do the same.”


Doherty takes the folded page to Bill, who’s already waiting
on the other side of the door. 


“Yes, Sir,” Bill says without Doherty having to say
anything, taking sheet and unfolding it as he walks away. As Bill hurries off,
Susan pokes her head out of the monitoring room where the camera feed is
recorded. So much for her not watching
this interview. She frowns at him when he nods at her turning to shut the
door back.


“Alright,” Doherty says with the door shut behind him. “You
want us to protect her? Make it worth my time.”



 


 

“What are you thinking, adding a random woman and child onto
our already stacked plate?” Susan asks, clearly annoyed glaring up at him from
the chair in front of the television monitor running the feed from the
interview room. He’s only been out of the interview room for less than five
minutes, but Doherty refuses to let this sway his halfway decent mood. “Do you
think that the Council is going to foot the bill to keep them in hiding?”


“Doesn’t matter. This could be it.”


Susan holds her notes firmly to her chest as she scoots away
from the monitor, making room for her boss to move by. Instead, Doherty turns
to shut the door. “What are you talking about?”


“He could be what draws their leader out.”


“How?” Susan snaps. “He’s a nobody who killed Lane. That’s
it.”


“No,” Doherty says slowly. “Calvin Sanchez was one of the
Rogues shooting when Lane was shot. We don’t know if this guy was the one who
did it.” Susan opens her mouth, but Doherty stops her. “Hear me out. He was
selected to be the one to turn himself in. And he was chosen because they had
the perfect leverage. And as soon as the girlfriend disappears, they’ll be on
to us. And it’s gonna piss them off, but by that point there’s nothing they’ll
be able to do? They’ll surmise that not only did he talk, but that he had
enough information that we were willing to spend the manpower on protective
custody.”


“Or,” Susan says, with none of Doherty’s energy, “they’ll
think that we beat the information out of him that he has a girlfriend and are
now trying to get information out of her.”


“Either way, they’ll be paranoid.”


“Only if he actually knew something! The guy told you, he’s
only the muscle. Lane is dead, kids have been killed, and more adults than we
will probably ever know have been taken by people like him. And you made a deal
with him.”


“They would have killed his girlfriend and her child.”


“And the names he gave you? Charley Hemingway and Hector
Guizman. Did you even think to ask
him if those are aliases?”


Doherty just looks at her. “Course they are.” 


Susan’s tone is harsh. “We don’t have the resources for
this,” she says, pushing out of the chair.


He steps to the side as she pushes past him for the door. “What
would you have me do, send the woman and child back to the city?”


Susan seethes, “Of course not.” 


“What would you have me do then?”


She swings around to face him. “Quite taking it easy on
Rogues who helped kill one of our own.” Before leaving the room, Susan grabs a
peppermint wrapper left on the table next to the monitor and throws it in the
trash. “And quit pissing me off.” 


“Impossible,” Doherty says as the door shuts behind her.











Chapter 23




There are only five Supreme Council members presiding over
Uncle Will’s sentencing amendment. 


“I saw three Council members meeting with detectives,” a
woman says behind us as everyone takes their seats. “What were they doing?”
another woman asks. “I figure it’s got to do with whoever’s going on trial
next,” the woman replies. “The Rogues are going on trial next,” a quieter male
voice says behind us, “but there’s no way for you to know that’s what they were
going to discuss. They’ve got more than the trials going on.” 


Uncle Will is hunched over next to his attorney at the
defense table staring down at a paper in front of them. Uncle Will points at
something on the page and his attorney’s lips curl into a devious grin.


I turn around casually to see who it is that’s talking about
the Rogue trials but they’re quiet now. A guy in short sleeve button down shirt
and khakis seated in the row behind me to the left looks at the man seated
beside him. “You heard about what’s going on overseas? You think that’s where
that ninth Supreme Council member is everyone is waiting to see?” I turn a tad
bit more to see the man he’s talking to. The man next to him is dressed much
nicer in crisp navy blue dress pants with a gray vest over a white dress shirt.
He has the cuffs of the shirt folded tight up to his elbows. The man cuts eyes
at the man in short sleeves. “Working for the department of defense does not
make me privy to the world’s problems.” The man’s eyes narrow beside him.
“You’re not answering the question,” the man says in the short sleeves turning
back to face the front of the courtroom. I do the same not wanting them to
notice me staring at them. “Don’t think I didn’t catch that,” the man mumbles.
That’s about the time that the Council entered the room, and everyone fell
silent as the courtroom officer announced, “Please stand for your honorable
Supreme Council.”


The single door at the front of the courtroom on the left
opened and the Council emerged one by one. None of them smiled as they glanced
around the room before taking their seats. They all wore the same solemn
expression. They sat, and then those of us in the audience followed suit.


I watch the Council intently; our seats behind Uncle Will at
the defense’s table give us a nearly unobstructed view of them. There are three
men and two women seated behind the Council’s table on the left hand side of
the courtroom in front of the door they came in through. The courtroom isn’t
big enough to have one big podium front and center for the Council to sit at
facing the audience like a judge would in a normal courtroom. They have their
table angled so that they can easily watch anyone on the stand and are able to
see those of us in the audience seated behind the prosecution’s table and the
defendant’s table without having to turn. 


After a second of looking them over, I peg the youngest of
the five Council members to be on the far side of fifty. There aren’t any
nameplates in front of them, and only the man seated in the middle has a gavel
on the desk in front of him. 


The Councilman seated in the middle of the others pulls the
gavel closer to him. When everyone has taken their seats and the room quiets
down from the movement he speaks. “This is an amendment,” he says, looking at
the prosecution and defense tables, “so there’s no need for opening statements,
agreed?”


Uncle Will’s lawyer looks relieved, grinning slightly at the
Council. “Yes, your Honors.” The prosecution’s mouth is drawn tight glancing
over his shoulder at the man and woman dressed in suits behind him before
responding. “Agreed, your Honors.”


The Councilman in the middle checks on both Council members
seated on either side of him. “Alright then,” he says when no one speaks up.
“The prosecution may begin.”


An amendment sounds like it should be a quick process. I was
expecting our family, the defense, prosecuting attorneys, and the Council to be
the only ones present, but when I got up to the second floor there were almost
as many people taking their seats in the courtroom as there had been for Uncle
Will’s initial trial. I try not to think about what this could mean as the
prosecution stands. “The prosecution would like to call Catherine Jameson to
the stand.”



 


 

“You and Mitchell Lanton spent the week leading up to the
raid with Markeith Jarvis, a Seraphim suspected of being a Rogue working at The
Academy, is that correct?"


Mom nods at the prosecutor. "He worked for The
Movement,” she glances at the Council and then back to the prosecutor, “He
admitted it openly.”


The prosecutor runs his finger down what looks like from
where I’m sitting is a thoroughly highlighted paper in his hand. “There was a…”
he looks closer at the paper, “hiccup, as Mr. Lanton told detectives, the night
before the raid,” he looks up at my mom. “Can you explain what occurred for the
court?” he asks.


"The Seraphim we had been gathering Rogue intel from
broke out of the motel where we were staying.”


He tucks the paper under his arm seeming to scrutinize what
she just said. “And you couldn't have that, could you, Mrs. Jameson?”


She glances at Uncle Will’s lawyer. He gives her a minute
nod and she turns back to the prosecutor. "It was not ideal, no.”


"But it was more than that, wasn't it?" the
prosecutor pushes.


Mom holds his gaze. "What are you getting at?"


He turns his back to her to face us in the audience.
"What I'm getting at, Mrs. Jameson, is that you couldn't have this
suspected Rogue, or anyone for that matter, go back to the organization
previously known as, ‘The Movement’ and alerting them that you were working for
your brother, because you were, in fact, working both sides."


One of Uncle Will's attorneys stands. "Objection, your Honors.
Mrs. Jameson has already been cleared of any wrongdoings related to her
departure after realizing that the Seraphim Mr. Lanton and her were questioning
had gotten away.”


"None of which the prosecution has been made aware
of," the prosecutor says to the Council.


The Councilman in the middle lifts a hand at the prosecutor
before speaking. "As you have been told, along with the defense, certain
information will be withheld for the safety of those involved if we the Council
deem it irrelevant to the case."


The prosecutor turns back to observe the audience. When it
appears that he’s looking at someone on my row I follow his eyes to the man
seated two spots over from my dad who is frowning looking between the
Councilman who just spoke and the prosecutor. The prosecutor rests his eyes
momentarily on someone else father back in the audience before asking, "What
is your history with The Movement, Mrs. Jameson?” keeping his back to my mom.


The defense stands. “Objection, your Honors. What Mrs.
Jameson did in her teens and early twenties has nothing to do with this
proceeding.”


The Councilman with the gavel looks around at his fellow
Council members. The Councilman to his left speaks up. “We’ll allow the
question.” He looks at my mom. “Please answer the question.”


My mom is doing a better job at maintaining her composure
than Dad is next to me. He stifles a throaty growl as the prosecution gives my
mom a smug grin.


"My husband was a low-ranking member in The Movement
after he graduated high school before he and I moved out of Aurora. They used
him to entice Seraphim our age to join the organization.”


The prosecutor turns sharply, taking a step closer to her.
"Only your husband?" I glance over at my dad, but his eyes are glued
on the prosecutor.


Mom’s chest rises and falls as she takes a deep breath. "I
can tell you right now I never working with or for The Movement.” Mom’s face
darkens as she goes on. “I loathe The Movement, or Rogues, or whatever you want
to call them. Everything that they stand for and do is dark and twisted.”


To my surprise the prosecutor isn't shaken at all by her
straight-forward response. In fact, he smiles. 


He crosses to his desk to retrieve a different paper laying
the highlighted one down. He holds the new page up for everyone in the audience
to see. "This is a list submitted into evidence of members of The Movement
who were in attendance for an emergency meeting that was called to discuss the
planned murders of Aurora’s council members.” A quiet murmur spreads through
the audience as he walks over to my mom and hands her the list.


Mom takes the paper from him, but she doesn’t look at it. 


“Would you be so kind as to read to the court the name
written third from the bottom.” It’s not a question.


She scans it, stopping close to the bottom and then begins
shaking her head at it. She looks up at the audience. Her eyes settle on my
dad. “My name is third from the bottom.”


“Not just your name,” the prosecutor says, waving his pointer
finger in the air as if he were checking the wind direction in the room. “What
is next to your name?” Mom inspects the paper closely and her mouth draws in
tight. She sets the paper down in front of her on the stand. 


“You’ll be held in contempt if you don’t answer him,” the
Councilman seated on the far left of the table tells her.


Mom wraps her arms protectively across her chest. Her shirt
pulls a little across the bulge of her belly. “It appears to be my signature.” 


More murmurs spread through the audience. Uncle Will turns
to his defense eyebrows raised looking at him expectantly. His lawyer lifts his
left hand from the table in front of them keeping his wrist resting on the
table. My uncle crosses his arms loosely over his chest going back to looking
at my mother.


“Thank you, Mrs. Jameson,” the prosecutor says plucking the
list off of the stand as he turns away from her and heads to his table. 


Mom faces the Council. “I was not a Rogue,” she tells them,
the prosecutor snaps back around, “nor did I ever take part in any plans to
hurt anyone.”


“That will be all, Mrs. Jameson!” the prosecutor announces
over her.


Uncle Will’s attorney stands. “Your Honors, this list is
nearly two decades old. The prosecution is clearly grasping at straws.” The
Councilman and woman on the right of the table look to the Councilman in the
middle seat.


The prosecutor has yet to take his seat. From the side of
the prosecution’s table he takes a step toward the Council. They all look at
him. “Working with Rogues, the very people William McBride planned to raid,
shows just how poor his judgment was prior to raiding a school that ended in
seventy-three deaths.”


“Several of those deaths you’re referring to,” the defense
says loudly, “are including the remains of bodies found in the underground
facility who were dead long before any of my client’s people stepped foot onto
that campus.” The attorneys glare at each other.


I scoot closer to my dad. I know he isn’t a Rogue, an
ex-Rogue yes, but he’s been out of the organization for over sixteen years.


“Approach the bench, both of you,” the Councilman with the
gavel says, looking at both men.


I lean in toward Dad as both men walk over to the Council’s table.
“I don’t understand,” I whisper, “Mom just told them that she wasn’t a Rogue. There’s
got to be plenty of Veritatis in here to know that she’s telling the truth.”


“Arguing over the evidence is a waste of this courts’ time,”
the Councilman with the gavel says to the attorney’s growing quieter as he
speaks until I can no longer hear what he’s saying. 


“It doesn’t matter if she’s telling the truth,” Dad
whispers. “Her signature on that paper links her to The Movement. The
prosecution is simply trying to plant doubt in the Council that your uncle
wasn’t thinking clearly when he ordered the raid. Your mother can honestly say
she wasn’t a Rogue and still have been a Rogue.” 


I look around at Mom on the stand and then at the Council.
Uncle Will’s attorney is leaning across the table talking quietly with the
Council. “Umm, what?” 


Dad glances around at the Seraphim seated in the row right
behind us. None of them are looking at us. “Her belief of what constitutes
someone being a Rogue could be way different from everyone else’s. If her
perception could be so far off that she, or anyone, could tell a lie without
Veritatis being alerted to a lie. Even if that person was being completely
honest.” I sit back thinking it over. How we perceive the world can allow us to
unknowingly lie about it? That doesn’t make sense. 


“We could take a recess,” the Councilwoman seated on the far
right says loud enough for me to hear her.


Dad is still looking at me. He leans toward me, getting
closer than I’d been to him. “You remember that friend of yours in middle
school, Amber?”


“Amberly, the crazy one?”


Dad snickers, “That one. Do you remember your mom and me
having to pick you up from a slumber party because you two got in big fight?”


I know where he’s going with this. The slumber party had
been for Amberly’s birthday. We somehow got the topic of the eye color of one
of the boys in our class who we thought was cute when Amberly comes out with,
“My eyes are hazel. Isn’t hazel such a pretty word?” Amberly’s eyes were not
hazel. “Yeah,” I tell Dad. “We got in an argument and then I asked to go home,
because Amberly kept saying her eyes were hazel when really they were brown.”


“But your ability hadn’t alerted you that she was being
dishonest. Your mom and I had to have a long conversation with you about it
afterwards. You could just see that her eyes were brown — “


“But her genuine belief was that her eyes were hazel,” I
finish. Dad nods, sitting back in his seat. I weigh it out, but I can’t decide
if this somehow makes it easy to lie to a Veritatis or if it’s just pure dumb
luck, with the dumb aspect of it far outweighing the luck. “But, this amendment
is about Uncle Will, isn’t it?” I ask quietly. Someone behind us shushes me. I
look over my shoulder to see the man with rolled up sleeves from the Department
of Defense cutting his eyes at me. I stick my tongue out at him just a little
before turning back to the face the front of the courtroom.


The prosecutor walks away from the Council’s table looking
smug. “Are you sure, Mr. Kauffman?” the Councilwoman sitting on the right asks
Uncle Will’s attorney. Dad and I perk up. “Yes, ma’am,” Kauffman says. She nods
at him, and then looks to the Councilman with the gavel. 


“We will proceed,” he announces to the room.


Kauffman walks over to the defense table. He says something
to my uncle as he picks up a thin folder that has the list of signatures on
top. It was too quiet for me to be sure, but I think it was, “We got this.”


He walks over to my mom on the stand and holds up the list.
“Mrs. Jameson, do you remember signing this sheet?” Mom shakes her head. “No, I
do not.”


Kauffman turns to show the list to the prosecution and then
the audience. “And this is the list
that the prosecution was just asking you about, is that correct?”


“It is.”


Kauffman opens the folder placing the list behind it. “Mrs.
Jameson, do you remember ever attending First United Methodist church in
Aurora?”


Mom gives him a shy smile. “Yes, sir. I attended all of the
churches in Aurora at one time or another.”


Kauffman looks down at the open folder. “Does that include
Our Lady of Mercy Catholic Church and St Andrew Presbyterian?”


“Yes. I attended services at both.”


Kauffman looks over the audience curiously. “Did you have to
sign in?” 


Mom thinks for a moment. “They would pass around an
attendance book.”


“And you would sign in” Kauffman says, turning to face her,
“even though you weren’t a member of any of these churches?”


Mom’s smile grows as she shrugs lightly. “Everyone around me
would sign it, so I would too.”


“Were you a part of any of the decision making when you
attended these gatherings?”


“No, I was not.”


Kauffman flips a page over in the folder. “Before you left
Aurora, you were being looked at by the FBI as a possible recruit,” Mom nods
along, “were there any classes or meetings you attended for this?”


“I met with members of the bureau and I was invited to
gatherings where other recruits could meet and talk with agents who were in the
various fields within the bureau.”


“Were you recruited by The Movement, Mrs. Jameson?”


Mom’s smile fades as she glances at Uncle Will and then Dad.
“Just about everyone my age was being recruited by The Movement, or at least
attempted to be.”


“Please explain,” Kauffman says, closing the folder.


“The Movement would appeal to anyone who was upset with how
those in charge were running things. It must have been easier to find unhappy
teens because I ran into far more people my age than any others talking about
how great The Movement was. I’m pretty sure that it was at St Andrew
Presbyterian where I was first approached. One of the girls in the bible study
class stopped me on my way out of the class and asked if I’d been invited to
any of their socials. I think she was the one to describe The Movement as the
new hope for the Christian faith.” Mom shakes her head as she thinks back.
“There were two others after that, but it wasn’t until a good-looking guy
invited me that I finally accepted.” She glances at my dad. “I went to one,
maybe two, of their gatherings.” Mom lightly shakes her head. “It wasn’t for
me. I could see the appeal though. The food was good and you could just sit
around with friends and talk about how you would change the world if given the
chance.” Mom turns to the Council. “It was an outlet for them. That’s it. I
never heard anyone talking about hurting people. It was just a bunch of kids
eating snacks, talking about how they would do things differently, and” Mom
glances at Dad, “some random making-out.”


“So there was no talk about having Aurora’s Council
murdered?” Kauffman asks.


“I never heard anyone talking about hurting the Council or
anyone else.” 


I reach for Dad’s forearm but he sees my hand coming. He
takes my hand in his and gives it a gentle squeeze. There’s no way anyone can
think that she was a Rogue.


“Thank you. And, one more question,” Kauffman says,
extracting the list from behind the folder in his hands. He hands the list to
my mom. “Please read to the court the name that is written on the list right
below yours.”


Mom’s mouth gapes open as she looks down at the list. She
looks up at Kauffman. “The name written below mine is Lynda DeAngelo.”


There’s whispering behind Dad and me. “And who is Lynda
DeAngelo?” Kauffman asks.


“Lynda is Lynn DeAngelo’s daughter.” Mom looks genuinely
happy as she says it. The whispering in the audience stops. Who are the
DeAngelo’s? Hearing the name, all I can think of is Jake’s family, the Angelos.
I’m about to ask Dad when Kauffman turns to the audience. “For those of you who
aren’t from Aurora, Louisiana, Lynn DeAngelo was one of Aurora’s Council
members. So, not only was this gathering not about killing Aurora’s Council,
but—”


The prosecutor throws a hand in the air. “Objection, your
honors,” he says, slapping the table as his arm comes down.


Kauffman doesn’t stop. “But, one of the Council’s very own
children were even in attendance at this gathering making it hard to believe
that there was any discussion of harming the Council, isn’t that correct, Mrs.
Jameson?”


“We’ll allow it,” the Councilman with the gavel says looking
amused.


Mom looks from Kauffman to the prosecutor, who slouches back
in his seat. “That’s correct.”


I should feel happy when my mom is finally allowed down from
the stand. Uncle Will’s attorney, Kauffman, did a decent job tearing apart that
list, but as Mom walks back to her seat beside Dad, I can’t help but watch the
Council. They’ve rolled their seats back away from their table to converge into
a tighter group as they mumble back and forth to one another.


“You did great,” Dad says to Mom as she sits down next to
him.


“You think so?” she asks, not looking too sure.


The Councilwoman on the far right lifts her head. “Do either
of you have any witnesses to call forth?”


Kauffman partially rises from his seat. “No, your Honor. We
have not located any farther witnesses.” 


She looks to the prosecutor. “Cassidy Sipe was the only
remaining witness for the prosecution, so if no one knows where she is,” the
prosecutor says, notably glancing over at my uncle, “then no, your Honor. The
prosecution rests.”


The Councilwoman stands from her seat, grabbing the gavel
left on the Council’s table. “At this time, we will deliberate,” she says,
striking the gavel on the table.


The other Supreme Council members stand, pushing their
chairs out of the way so as to not obstruct the others’ path to the door at the
back of the table. They file out from behind their long desk as Kauffman and
the prosecutor begin picking up their things.


A guard steps forward from the back of the room, instructing
all of us in the audience to proceed to the exit at the back of the courtroom.
The three of us stand along with the rest of the audience. Uncle Will joins us
at the back as a bottleneck forms at the exit. 


A throat clears behind us. “Mr. McBride,” a deep voice says,
behind us, “the Council would like you to wait in here with the other two.” All
four of us turn to see a courtroom guard who hadn’t been there just a minute
ago. He must have come through the Council’s door. The guard points with his
thumb behind him at Kauffman and the prosecutor still at their tables. Uncle
Will silently obliges, walking with the guard back to his seat.


I continue toward the exit, but Mom and Dad don’t move. Mom
is still turned around watching my uncle take his seat. “He’s going to be
okay,” Dad assures her, wrapping an arm around her waist to move her toward the
exit. 


Kelly and Mitchell are waiting off to the side as we walk
out of the courtroom. Mitchell walks up to us as we maneuver around those
piddling about just outside of the doors. Kelly doesn’t move. He’s too busy
staring down at the ground in front of him not looking at anything in
particular.


“How was it?” Mitchell asks my parents. “Should I be worried
about being called to the stand next?”


Mom is looking back into the courtroom. “You should be
good,” Dad tells him as I walk past them to Kelly. I glance back into the
courtroom as the guard starts shutting the doors behind the last man to exit to
see what Mom’s looking at. We can only see Uncle Will’s back. His slumped
posture is not very encouraging.


Kelly looks up as I step in front of him. He seems to
suddenly be aware of all of the Seraphim around him; his eyes sweep over those
closest to us.


“They tried to make me out as a Rogue is all,” Mom says. She
doesn’t sound as bitter as I would be if it had been me on that stand. Kelly
checks out my parents standing with Mitchell before glancing down at me standing
next to him. He ducks his head a little in my direction. “Hey, uh, does the
Council believe in the death penalty?”


I gape at him. Did he hear someone talking on their way out
of the courtroom that would make him ask me that? Would the Council sentence my
uncle to death even though the raid saved so many people being held by The
Movement? I don’t want to ask my parents, because I know Mom will freak out, so
I try listening to the conversations of those around us who were also in the
courtroom. All I catch is someone asking about the traffic headed out of town.
None of them seem worried, but none of them are related to the defendant
either.


The man who works for the Department of Defense steps up to
my side making his way through the crowd toward the stairs. “Do Seraphim
believe in the death penalty?” I ask as he steps next to me.


He stops abruptly, giving me the once over. “Sentencing matches
the crime,” he says, looking less than enthused to be having a conversation
with a kid.


“Do you ever answer a question with an actual answer?” 


His eyes crinkle some in the corners, as he looks me in the
eye seeming to study me. I’m not sure if I’ve annoyed him or if he’s trying not
to laugh. “Not if I can help it.” He looks down the corridor toward the stairs.
“You have a nice day,” he says as he continues on his way.


I look up at Kelly. “Why did you—,” I start, but then
hear, “Mr. and Mrs. Jameson.” I turn to see a Detective Susan, the one who took
my statement, strutting down the corridor from the stairs.


Mom is suddenly at my side facing her as she walks up. “We
will not be answering any more of your questions,” she says sharply.


Detective Susan’s voice drops as she gets near. “It’s Jake
Angelo,” she says. Mom looks unconvinced. “He kicked the therapist out of the
therapy room and locked himself inside. We have Tempero working on it, but he’s
refusing to open the door.”


“I can go talk to him,” Dad says over Mom’s shoulder. 


“I’ll come,” Mitchell says behind him. Mom shakes her head.
“I’m coming.” Kelly, Mitchell, and I move to follow after them as they start
toward the stairs. Mom stops as soon as she notices us behind her. “Why don’t
you three stay here. If Will gets out soon, I want him to have some friendly
faces waiting to greet him.”


“We aren’t the only ones on your brother’s side,” Dad tells
her.


“I know. But still.”


“We got it,” I say quickly.


“Yeah, we’ll be right here,” Kelly adds.


“We found out what happened to Jake’s parents,” I tell Kelly
and Mitchell as Mom and Dad leave with the detective.


“That sucks,” Kelly says with a shake of the head as he
looks down at the ground.


“It more than sucks,” Mitchell mumbles. “He’s not the only
one though,” the elevators ding behind us and Mitchell turns to look in that
direction. He puts a hand on Kelly’s upper arm still looking back at the
elevators. “I’ll be right back.” He lets go of Kelly and hurries off. 


Kelly and I turn around to watch Mitchell walk off. He goes
straight over to a man stepping off of the elevator. I recognize the man as one
of the medics who was in the church parking lot where we regrouped after the
raid. He stops when he sees Mitchell walking up. They greet each other with a
one-armed hug. They immediately begin chatting as the man points Mitchell in
the direction of the other courtrooms. Mitchell looks over at us nodding in the
direction that the man is pointing him to. Kelly bobs his head at him and
they’re off. The man talks with his hands as the two of them move past the
elevators and then around the corner. “Jack will get through it,” Kelly says
beside me. “He’s just got to deal with it for a while, like the rest of us.”


My first instinct is to give him a tongue-lashing for so
inconsiderate, but I swallow it back. “I know what you mean.”


Kelly looks down at me smiling a little like I’ve said something
amusing. “No you don’t.”


I stare at him egregiously, regretting haven taken the
higher road. “Excuse me?” I spit, getting the attention of a pair of women
chatting closest to us. The taller of the two women continues to look in our
direction as her friend picks up the conversation where they left off. I lower
my voice. “I have had a ton to deal with, thank you very much. Just because I
wasn’t morphed into some monstrous Elite—”


Kelly grabs me by the shoulder and directs me to a nearby
wall for a bit more privacy. “That’s not what I meant,” he says as he
effectively pushes me back. “You have Sidney to help you deal with the bad
stuff.”


 “How do you…” I
stop myself. Does he really know about Sidney and me, or is he fishing? I look
him square in the eye. “I don’t know what you mean.” 


He leans one shoulder against the wall and dips his head
uncomfortably close to my face. “Feigning ignorance doesn’t suit you. Sidney
told me.”


“Told you what?”


His eyes narrow. “Not everything, I bet. But she did tell me
how she could help me with my night terrors when we were making our deal.” I
frown at him. What deal? “She showed me,” he taps on his temple, “how she’s
already been helping you by keeping your nightmares from you.”


“I don’t sleep much,” I say, still guarded.


“You aren’t alone on that one,” he says, backing his face
away from mine some, “but I think insomnia isn’t something she can help with.
Anyways, that’s what I meant. Not all of us have a Sidney around to lighten the
load.”


“I wasn’t aware that she was,” I tell him, not wanting to
think about how much worse it would be to fight insomnia along with night
terrors. “What kind of deal did you and Sidney make?”


He rolls from his shoulder so that he’s next to me now, his
back against the wall. I take care to leave some distance between us, still not
over being pushed. He stares up at the ceiling. “I don’t know if you noticed,
but I shot her,” he says dryly. It’s quiet for a moment. “I almost killed her.
By the time they got her loaded in the back of an ambulance, I thought she was
dead.” He looks down at me. “But they were able to get the bleeding to stop.
When she woke up, she was nothing but kind to me. I should have been arrested, honestly,
but when detectives showed up she refused to put any blame on me.” He rubs the
top of his right forearm arm with his left hand. It’s the same arm he burned in
the basement pushing me out of the path of the explosion. As his hand slides up
to his elbow and stops, I wonder if it still bothers him despite having healed
so well. “I would be in that lockup with all those Rogues right now if it
weren’t for her. When the detectives left, I told her that I owed her my life. 


“Next time a nurse came in to check her dressing and give
her pain medicine, she talked the nurse into giving me a small dose of
something that would let me sleep.”


“I know where this is going,” I say lightly. Sidney doesn’t
particularly like to talk when she’s awake. I’m pretty sure it’s her time as a
Rogue captive that left her too paranoid to speak openly, even when no one else
is around to hear.


He turns onto his shoulder again to face me. “Good for you.
I had no idea why she wanted me to go to sleep so bad. I figured she just
wanted me to shut up for a bit. I only took the clear liquid the nurse offered me
because she said it was kid’s Benadryl. I didn’t think that it would actually
work on me.” He raises his eyebrows at me. “But that stuff was no joke. I think
I passed out faster than she did. If I hadn’t have been asleep when she started
talking to me in my head, I probably would have peed myself a little.”


“Oh come on,” I say, acting grossed out.


“What? I’m just being honest. It would freak anyone out.”


I raise an eyebrow at him. “You don’t have to be that
honest.”


“Anyways,” he continues, “she told me that if I wanted to
make it up to her, than it would be pointless for me to be stuck up her butt
since she thinks she’s dying soon anyways. And I’m not talking about from me
shooting her.”


“She told you that you were stuck up her butt?” That doesn’t
sound like a phrase Sidney would use.


Kelly grins. “Maybe not word for word, but I knew what she
meant. She wanted me to even out a debt she already had with someone else. She
told me that someone had saved a loved one of hers, and that she would in no
way be able to repay this person in the shape she was in. So I agreed to pay it
forward.” He pushes off of the wall to stand directly in front of me. “That’s why
I am now going to be stuck up your butt instead of hers.”


“Me?” I ask. Sidney doesn’t owe me anything. The hospital
explosion is the only thing that I can think of. I was able to push her sister,
Karen, into a room before the first grenades went off in the hall, but I only
did that because I was right there. It was nothing that Sidney would need to
repay me for. “I didn’t do anything that anyone else wouldn’t have done in the
same position.”


Kelly slides his hands into his front pockets as he shrugs
his big shoulders. “That’s not how she sees it.”


“So what exactly are you planning on doing for me?” I ask, the
words tasting strange in my mouth. It comes out as more of a challenge than I
mean it.


“I’ll stick around until your life needs saving. At which
time, presumably, I’ll save you.”


“Sounds real simple,” I mutter. The two women who had been
close to us are saying their goodbyes. The shorter of the two women heads in
our direction toward the main staircase as the other one trots off through the
remaining lingerers toward the other courtrooms or maybe for the other set of
stairs.


Kelly chuckles a bit, not seeming to care that the woman
walking to the staircase leading to the first floor can hear him. “With your
track record I give it a month, tops.”


“Thanks a lot,” I say, watching the woman as she rests a
hand on the bannister before starting down the steps. 


Seeing her silhouette disappear down the stairs I’m left
staring at the start, or maybe the end of the pretty bannister. That’s when I
hear it. A soft voice pulls my attention from the stairs. I look around the
corridor, not sure which end of the short corridor it’s coming from. When I
look back toward the stairs there she is descending the steps from the third
floor. Kemma strolls past us with two Dynamar flanking her. She’s tied her dark
hair up in a loose bun at the nape of her neck. There’s no way her hair can
feel as soft as it looks. 


She turns and looks at me. She gives me a quick wink before
disappearing around the corner. I feel special for the brief exchange, even
though I look around and realize that besides Kelly it’s just me paying any
attention to her.



 


 

Mom and Dad still haven’t returned from downstairs when one
of the courtroom doors finally opens. A few others have returned to the
courtroom and have waited in the lobby, but otherwise the space is oddly empty.



I move closer to the doors, hoping that I’ll be seen first
when Uncle Will emerges. The prosecutor exits the courtroom. A guard follows
him but stops just outside of the door. He looks past me with a big smile on
his face. The man who works for the Department of Defense hurries past me to
greet him, matching his enthusiasm. The two embrace. I glance behind me to see
if Kelly is just as surprised to see them hugging as I am, but he isn’t paying
attention to me or the two men. He’s staring down at his feet frowning.


When the two part, the prosecutor says, “Man, I’m whooped. I
hope you’re not wanting to go out to eat.”


“Neh,” the Department of Defense guy tells him. “We can just
pick something up.”


“Long day,” the prosecutor says as they head toward the
stairs.


Kelly waits a minute before joining me. Leaning down, he
says in my ear, “I did not see that coming.”


I stare at the closed courtroom doors. “I didn’t think you
were paying attention.”


“I wasn’t staring at them like you were.”


“I wasn’t staring,” I insist. “Did you see how happy he
looked?” 


Kelly goes up to the guard standing at his station next to
the courtroom doors. “Sir, do they normally let the prosecutor out first if the
defendant was found guilty?”


“Couldn’t tell you. This is the first trial I’ve worked.”


I drop my face into my hands, letting out a loud exhale. My
impatience is starting to get the best of me. I don’t want to have to go
downstairs and give my mom bad news. 


I feel a gush of air and glance up. 


Both doors are opening. The guard catches the one closest to
him and slides a doorstopper under it. Kauffman walks out, looking fairly
exhausted. 


I turn away from the doors, crestfallen, when I hear Uncle
Will’s voice. I turn to see him walking out a short distance behind Kauffman.
Two big strides, and I’m standing right next to him. He shakes Kauffman’s hand.


“Is it over?” I ask.


“It is for me.”


“You did great in there,” I say looking at both of them. 


“My client hadn’t broken any laws,” Kauffman says, stepping
away from us to join the small band of lawyers. “I’ll get you those dates.
Don’t lose that charger,” he tells Uncle Will pointing to Uncle Will’s ankle.


Uncle Will shakes the side of his pants leg, covering up a
small, plastic box attached to his ankle. “Don’t plan on it.”


“They’re making you keep that thing on your ankle?” I ask,
staring at the awkward shape under his khakis.


He glances down at it, wiggling his foot a little as if it
will make the bulge less obvious. “The Council has placed me under house arrest
until the trials are all complete, or until they feel that I’m no longer a
flight risk.”


“So this amendment thing with Mom having to testify made
your punishment worse,” I surmise.


“I think that, if anything, she proved what I’ve been saying
this whole time. And with Cassidy still in the wind, they’ve decided to track
me.”


“Do they think you’re going to join her? Wherever she’s
hiding out?” Kelly asks.


Uncle Will steals a glance at the last few stragglers who
waited outside of the courtroom who are now splitting off in different
directions to go about their day, none are paying us any mind. Still, he lowers
his voice. “From what it sounds like, she isn’t hiding.” I look over at Kelly
and then at Kauffman. “The Council knows where she is?” Kauffman gives me a
grim shake of the head. 


“They won’t tell us anything else,” Uncle Will says,
adjusting his waistband as he glances down at the bulge around his ankle. When
he looks back up, I can’t believe he’s as calm as he is. I’d be furious if I
were him. Why isn’t she here if the Council knows where she is? “The Council isn’t
going to chance me changing my mind about being cooperative and returning for
the Rogue trials.” He looks around at the now empty space surrounding us.
“Where’re your folks?”


I nod in the direction of the stairs. “Jake needed them
downstairs.”


Kelly adds, “He locked himself in one of the therapy rooms.”


Uncle Will shuts his eyes. “Always something,” he says as he
takes a slow breath. 


“I’m going to head off,” Kauffman says. “I’ve got my own
fires to put out.”


“Thanks again,” he says, opening his eyes. Kauffman heads
for the offices as Uncle Will turns toward the staircase. “Shall we?”



 


 

We arrive at the corridor that leads to the therapy rooms to
find that Detective Susan and a male detective are stopping people from going
any farther down the hall. The detective with Susan is one of the guys I saw at
the Rogue complex with the SWAT team.


The male detective raises a hand at Uncle Will as he steps
up with Kelly and I behind him. They must know each other because Uncle Will
doesn’t have to tell them what he’s there for. “The Jameson’s just walked in
there,” the male detective tells him. “Don’t worry,” he says as my uncle
tries to look over the man’s shoulder to see down the hall, “he hasn’t hurt
anybody so it’s not like we’re going to arrest him. We’re just waiting on the
Jameson’s to bring him out. It sounded like he calmed down in there once we got
more Tempero over here, but we’re going to have to escort him out.”


Uncle Will shoves his hands in his pockets. “That’s
understandable. I’m really sorry he did this.”


I tug on Kelly’s arm. “Arresting him,” I whisper up at him.


He ducks his head toward me. “He said they weren’t going
to.”


“There’s a coaching position at The Southern Academy we plan
to offer him,” Uncle Will tells both of the detectives. “It’s right up his
alley, and at the school we’ll be able to keep a watchful eye on him.”


Detective Susan dips her chin giving my uncle a hard look.
“That young man is going to need more than a watchful eye.” Uncle Will turns to
her, giving me a clear view down the hall as the male detective turns toward
his colleague as well.


“My staff is thin since the raid,” Uncle Will admits, “but
they are supportive, and what they can’t help him with the therapist I have
joining the ranks will.”


I look over at Kelly as I move toward the opening. He sees
where I’m going and to his credit he makes a bit of a show moving in the
opposite direction to lean against the wall. It causes a thud as his shoulder
meets the wall. For the second that the detectives’ eyes are on Kelly, I slip
past.


I can just make out the sound of my dad’s voice coming from
down the hall. I follow the sound of his voice to the partially open door. Mom
and Dad’s backs are to me as I peer inside. They’re huddled next to the only
desk in the room kneeling in front of Jake, who is sitting on the floor against
the far wall.


I step inside, listening to my parents take turns trying to
soothe him. The floor is littered with papers, pens, a penholder, and some
books. The only book laying face up is on family trauma. Jake must have shoved
everything else off of the desk. There’s a small hole in the wall next to the
desk. The only thing still on the desk is a lamp that is laying on its side.


None of them notice me when I step inside. I get down on all
fours and begin pushing the stuff on the floor together to form one big pile.
The corner of a paper catches on the carpet as I slide it to the pile. It’s
thicker than a regular sheet of paper. Mom glances back to give me an approving
nod before turning back to Jake. I smile turning the paper over to see that it
is a large photograph. My smile fades as I look at it. Aunt Beth is almost
exactly as Mom had described in the photo; she looks like she’s sleeping. I
could almost believe it if there were a pillow under her head and not a metal
table. There are bags under her eyes, which I don’t remember ever seeing on her
before, even after the nights of her staying up late waiting for Jake to return
home from a friend’s party. They make her look like she needed the sleep all
the more. I set her on top of the pile and reach for the next photograph laying
face down on the floor. 


I’m appalled as soon as I flip it over. 


I glance up at my parents before looking down at it again.
The mass of soft tissue and blood is definitely human. I set it down beside
Aunt Beth’s photo to finish picking up Jake’s mess. Suddenly, I freeze. 


No, I say silently. I look around the floor
frantically searching for another photograph. I can’t find one. “No,” I
whisper. I place a hand on either photo. I cover the upper-left section of the
head that is missing or was too bashed in for the camera to see. The right side
of the face is a heap of bulges With Aunt Beth’s photo next to this one, I know
who the other must be. I want to be wrong so badly that I can’t even bring
myself to think Uncle Chuck’s name. I catch sight of what looks like another
thick, blank page close to the bottom of the pile. I grasp for it, hoping and
fearing that I’ll find another photo.


I pull it out and see that it’s only paper. The therapist
had time to jot down a few notes on Jake before Jake locked himself in here.


“Looking for this?”


Jake is suddenly standing over me, his voice hoarse. I don’t
immediately reach for what he’s holding out, so he drops it in front of me. 


“Don’t, Jake,” Mom says behind him. She’s still on the
floor, kneeling with my dad next to where Jake had been sitting against the
wall. 


His voice is cold, and he doesn’t glance back at her. “She
should see everything too, shouldn’t she?”


Two close-ups are printed out on the same sheet Jake
dropped. I recognize one of them—it’s Mr. Thomas—but I’ve never
seen the other man. They are both equally dead. 


Jake starts talking above me. “It was Mr. Thomas’s brother
who I met that day that I was used as bait. The file from the basement on the
both of them was two sentences long,” Jake says gruffly. “They didn’t last a
full day.”


“Rogues didn’t get anything out of them,” Dad tells him, his
tone gentle. “They died heroes.”


“No,” Jake sneers, looking down at the pile I put together, “they
died because I was weak.”


“Enough, Jake,” Dad says sharply. 


I glance up to see Jake turning around to face him. I move
the sheet over and line it up beside the other two. A breeze sweeps down my
back. I don’t have to look to know that a Tempero has entered the room.


I hear Kemma’s feathery voice. “May I be of any assistance?”
My mom walks around Jake and me to greet her.


“We’re fine,” Mom tells her. “It’s been a rough twenty-four
hours.”


Jake steps past me. “Having a stranger bombard me with
questions didn’t help—” 


Dad quickly moves to his side. “His parents were among those
who didn’t make it out of the basement,” Dad interjects over him.


There’s a pause. I don’t look away from the photos. “I’ll be
on my way then,” Kemma tells them as I hear her step back from the room.


“Maybe you can help,” Mom says quickly. Kemma doesn’t speak.
“We’d like to have a funeral, for Jake’s parents.”


“And Mr. Thomas and his brother,” Jake adds.


“And them,” Mom amends. “We don’t know if there were any
bodies recovered or where to go to claim them. Do you know?”


Kemma’s silence is our answer. I move all three sheets
closer together so that they are touching. Mr. Thomas looks younger than his
brother. His hair is as gray as his brother’s but not nearly as thin. Mr.
Thomas had never mentioned having a brother while we were neighbors, but in
death, he looks like a good person.


“There are no bodies if they died in the basement before the
raid,” Kemma finally says.


 “They were dead
before,” Jake mumbles, sounding like he expected as much.


“Is there a mass grave maybe that we could visit?” Dad asks.


“No,” Kemma says softly. There’s another silence followed by
a soft footstep and then another. I look over my shoulder to see Kemma stepping
back into the room shutting the door gently behind herself. “What I can tell
you is not pleasant. Are you absolutely sure you want to hear it?”


“Yes,” they all agree. I remain silent, turning back to look
at the faces on the floor.


“No locking yourself in a room?” she asks, presumably Jake.


“Promise.”


“Doherty’s people have unearthed a veterinary clinic not far
from the Rogue school. It was bought by Seraphim several years ago. It was
never reopened after the purchase. But some of our officers conducted
interviews with the locals, and it sounds like the crematory off the back of
the clinic never stopped running.”


I stare hard at the four faces on the floor. I distinctly
remember a conversation a year or so back that my parents had with Mr. Thomas
at the fence separating our two backyards. The woman across the street, an
elderly lady, had cremated her beagle after it was put down, and she’d
scattered the ashes around the neighborhood. Everyone had seen her do
it—she’d gone on a walk with the small urn, taking the path where she
used to walk the dog. I don’t remember his name, just that the dog was small
and loud. I do remember Mr. Thomas’s disapproval—“That old bat complains
anytime I cut my yard on a dry day because she says the dust clouds are what’s
causing her asthma. How does she think tossing that soot around is any better?
Dog or not, it’s an abomination,” he spouted to my dad. “Our souls are
connected to our physical selves. If you destroy one, one you destroy the
other.” He had rarely appeared happy, so hearing him complain didn’t faze me,
but I remember that particular conversation. If you destroy one than you
destroy the other. 


My anger boils inside of me. It turns into a rage I’ve never
experienced before. It’s so hot that I feel cold. They ended these peoples’
lives, and for what? I cover my face with my hands. My breath is hot against my
face. “Why?”


“I can give the address of the clinic if you’d like?” Kemma
is saying behind me. I take the photos and move them up to the desk. “You have
to drive past the clinic and pull into the neighborhood behind it to get to the
parking lot,” Kemma is telling them. I lay them out on top of the desk,
standing the lamp up so that it doesn’t take up so much space.


I go over and over each face, and the knot in my chest
tightens. I grip the edge of the desk. I want to flip the desk over. I want to
pick the whole thing up and throw it against the wall. I want to scream.
Instead, I ball my hands into fists and pound the soft, fleshy sides of them
against the corner of the desk hard enough to send tinges of pain to my brain.
The sensation isn’t enough. It doesn’t loosen the knot in my chest, but it’s
something.


I set my sights on the wall that one side of the desk is
sitting against. I don’t look over my shoulder, but I can hear Kemma going to
the door.


I move to the wall, wiping away snot from my nose with the
back of my hand as my other arm retracts. I can feel the relief that it’s going
to give me before I’ve even done it. Someone behind me says my name, but it’s
too late. My fist breaks through the drywall as if it’s tissue. 


I feel Kemma amping up her ability as people rush towards
me. I get in one more punch, but it doesn’t land before hands clamp down on my
arms and shoulders. I push whoever’s behind me away, but stronger arms latch on
and pull me away from the wall. 


I blindly turn and deliver the blow intended for the wall.
For a split second the arms wrapped around me loosen, but it’s too short of a
moment to break away. The arms tighten around my chest with greater force than
before, and suddenly the knot of rage disintegrates.


Tears fill my eyes. Jake’s parents, Mr. Thomas, his brother,
Kelly’s friend, Anne—they are deserved so much better than what they got.
With my arms trapped, I can’t use either hand to whip the tears rolling down my
cheeks. I lean into the chest in front of me. I wipe my snotty, tear-soaked
face on their shirt. 


Turning from the chest, the first person I see through my
tears is my mom. Her cheeks are flushed and her lower lip is quivering. Dad is
at her side. His hand goes to her stomach. Mom’s hand shoots out to grab it
before he’s touched her protruding belly. 


Did I just hit her? Fear spreads through me as I realize
what that force could do to a pregnant woman.


“I’m so sorry,” I say as I suck in more snot.


“It’s okay, honey,” she says moving closer.


“Yeah, well,” Kelly grumbles against me, “I’m the one that
got socked right in the moneymaker.”


I look up at Kelly, who lightly traces his jaw with his
fingertips. He’s the one that pulled me away from the wall. There’s a trail of
snot smeared on his shirt. His lower lip is already starting to swell.


 “I hit you in
the mouth?” 


He nods, looking at the red on his fingertips. The pain
doesn’t reach his eyes. I know he’s faking, but I sympathetically pat his arm
anyways.


Kemma is no longer in the room, but her ability is still
filling the space with peace. Detectives Susan and the other detective, I
realize, are in the room now just inside of the door. Both are frowning as they
evaluate the state of the room. Ash, isn’t that what Bryant called the
detective in Baton Rouge? Uncle Will is behind them just outside of the doorframe,
standing on his toes to see over Ash’s shoulder looking into the room. With how
tight he’s holding his mouth, he looks only slightly less aggravated than the detectives
by what he’s seeing. None of them say anything though. I chalk it up to Kemma’s
ability still lightly working on the room. 


“I’m so sorry,” I tell him. I mean it, but I can’t quite
meet his eyes. 


He smiles. “No big deal. You hit like a girl.” I try not to
stare at the lump forming on his lip. 


“A girl that can make an Elite bleed,” Mom says so quietly
that I almost miss it. I catch a hint of pride in her face, although she tries
to look somber. Dad takes a napkin out of his pocket to offer to Kelly.


As Kelly wipes his mouth, Detective Susan crosses her arms
across her chest. “How about we leave the walls standing.” Detective Ash
chuckles glancing over at her but she doesn’t notice so he turns back to us.
“Time to go,” he says, waving us out of the room. I take a step from Kelly. 


Uncle Will steps out of the way for the detectives to walk
out. My dad takes him by the arm as he walks out behind the detectives. “Did
you see how well your niece can throw a punch?” 


Uncle Will looks at him as they step into the hall. “You’re
proud of that?” 


“He’s twice her size. Of course I am.”


Mom and Jake are right behind them. She wraps an arm around
Jake’s waist as they head out the door. When he looks over at her, she plants a
kiss on his cheek. 


“Hey,” I say to Kelly softly as we walk out behind them.
“Why did you ask about the death penalty earlier?”


Kelly watches everyone in front of us. I look at him. He
watches everyone a moment longer before his eyes meet mine. “You think my uncle
should die for his part in the raid?” The words stick in my throat.


“No. For me.” His voice is toneless. “For what I did when I
was…” he trails off.


I stare at the back of my mom. “There’s no way they’re
worried about you. They have actual Rogues to prosecute.” 


Kelly glances at me, his eyebrows knit together. “I did
stuff way worse than plenty of Rogues.” When I don’t respond, he lowers his
voice. “I hunted people down, Taylor. I did it for The Movement.”


“And so did Jake,” I whisper back, looking toward the door
although he’s out of sight. “ But if the Council was worried about either of
you being actual Rogues than they wouldn’t be letting you walk around free.” 


I don’t say it, but I think about whoever killed Uncle Chuck
and Aunt Beth. If anyone deserves to be hunted down…I think of Kelly’s friend
Anne, and I wonder where the Council is keeping the woman who killed her.
That’s the only Rogue whose face I know. I don’t know the others, but I’m
forming a list nonetheless. Jake’s parents, my old neighbor and his brother,
the Seraphim who didn’t make it out of the basement, all of those kids whose
bodies littered their own campus, and all those who died trying to free them
from The Movement…Each person responsible for their deaths should have to face
what they did. So many deserve a fate worse than death. 


This is it, I think to myself. The Supreme Council is
finally going to deliver the justice we so badly need for the crimes that have
been committed, and by that I mean those who truly disserve it. 


Kelly lets me go first, stepping out of the room and into
the hallway. Not being stopped by detectives this go around, it’s a quicker
walk out of the hallway and into the waiting area than it was coming in. When
we get out into the waiting area on the first floor, Mom slows keeping Jake with
her. She turns lifting her free arm towards me, and I gratefully step into her
embrace. I look down at her belly as our tiny band of survivors continues on
toward the parking lot. It’s barely noticeable. But I know you’re there, I say in my head. There will be no Elites or Rogues for you, little one. I look up
before Mom can notice, but I continue the mantra in my head. No Elites, no Rogues, and no Movement.


THE END
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